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Summary 


The guard stared at him for a moment, blue eyes blown wide behind his mask. 


It was then the Pythia looked down at the hand outstretched between them. The prosthetic 
was made of intricately carved metal, covered in vines and flowers twisting together with the 
shimmer of enchantments reflecting in the purple glow. 


And although the guard ’s sleeve was covering his wrist, he knew that in the place where 
metal met flesh, there was a pair of dark angel wings tattooed on his skin. 


He was right. This wasn t a real guard. 
This was a Deathling. 


or, Wilbur is an oracle known as the Pythia, chosen to receive dreams of the future from the 
goddess Clara. One day, he receives a dream warning him that during a ball Emperor Schlatt 
is hosting, the Deathlings—terrorists who worship the goddess of Death—will launch an 
attack. When his warning goes ignored, he knows there's going to be consequences. 


He doesn't expect one of those consequences to include him getting kidnapped by a teenager. 


aka, a cyberpunk fantasy fusion au with lots of religious trauma 


Notes 


HI EVERYONE I'M FINALLY ABLE TO POST THE FIRST CHAPTER OF THIS! 


SO to get an explanation out of the way, this is both a rewrite and a continuation of a fic I 
wrote last year known as someone else's dream. you DON'T need to read the original to 
understand this one, and tbh you might be better off not reading it at all. this is going to be 
my next long-form fic after I finish my current ongoing project, the stars and their children. 
I'm posting the first chapter now to give you all a taste, but it won't start regularly updating 
until stars is finished. 


I'm so excited to finally be writing this. I loved the world I created with the og fic, but I was 
busy with other projects at the time and couldn't give it the full story that I thought it 
deserved. so I really hope you guys enjoy! this world is SO cool to me, and I'm really thrilled 
I get to dive deeper into it than I originally was able to. 


ALSO NOTE: our main character POV is Wilbur. The narration only refers to him as "The 
Pythia' and that's a purposeful narrative device I've decided to use. You're not going to see his 
name for a while, but just know that we're in Wilbur's head. Hopefully that's not too difficult 
to get used to! 


Hope you guys enjoy! 


e Translation into Portugués brasileiro available: through a glass divine (Através de um Vidro 
Divino) by BreezeHurricane 


a mark of death 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 
A sea of shifting colors—expensive gowns, glittering jewelry, glowing cybernetics—a 
kaleidoscope of wealth surrounding him. Drowning him. 
Glass shattering. Gunshots. 
Screams. So many screams. 


A hand gripping his wrist tight enough to bruise. It pulls him away from the sea of wealth. 
Pulls him into the shadows. 


The hand itself—vines and flowers carved into a deep purple metal, shimmering with 
enchantments. It’s like nothing he’s seen before. 


Right above the metal, at the place where prosthetic meets flesh, there’s a tattoo. Angel wings 
as dark as night, stark against a pale wrist. 


He's pulled deeper into the darkness, until he can t see anything at all. 
Hes lost. 


The Pythia gasped for air as he bolted upright in his bed. Disjointed images flashed behind 
his eyes—the colors, the hand, the tattoo. Screams echoed in his ears, making him grimace as 
he reached for the tablet that sat on the nightstand beside his bed. 


He wrote down the details of the dream as quickly as he could, before they could fade into 
the haze of his memories. His heart pounded in his ears as he typed out the description of the 
tattoo, because he knew exactly what that meant. 


It was nothing good. 


Once he was done writing down the dream, he breathed a sigh of relief and slumped back 
against his pillows. His eyes drifted up to the ceiling, staring at the smooth marble arching 
high above his head. Then, he shifted to his side, gaze falling on the morning sunlight drifting 
through the window beside his bed. 


A thriving metropolis buzzed with life past the glass. Towering skyscrapers glittered in the 
light of dawn, while sleek maglev trains raced between the buildings. He stared at the view 
for a moment, before pushing back his blankets to climb out of bed. 


The marble floor was cool beneath his feet as he padded over to the window. He looked out at 
the city below, trying to make out any individual people in the crowds swelling the sidewalks 
many stories below. 


It was no use though. It was just a sea of color to him. He was too high up to actually see 
anyone’s faces. 


After allowing himself a moment, he moved away from the window and across the room. He 
passed the bed, stepping between the archway that separated his bedroom and the rest of his 
quarters. He dragged a hand down his face as he made his way to the intercom that sat next to 
the door, trying to rub the sleep out of his eyes as he pressed a button to call a guard. 


“Is there something you need, Your Grace?” The static-tinged voice of the guard asked. 


“I’ve received a vision and it’s of the utmost importance. Tell His Royal Highness to come 
see me immediately,” the Pythia replied, his own voice rough with sleep. 


“Oh-“ The guard made a surprised noise, “of course, Your Grace. P11 summon him right 
away.” 


“Thank you,” he murmured, leaning against the wall. 
“May Clara bless you,” the guard told him. 
“And may She guide your path,” the Pythia finished. 


With that, the intercom went silent, and the Pythia groaned as he slumped further into the 
marble. The low buzz of anxiety was already settling itself under his skin, lighting his nerves 
on fire as he tried to figure out how he was going to explain his dream. The Emperor 
wouldn’t be happy about this. He didn’t need future vision to know that. 


He allowed himself one beat, and then another. 
Then, he forced himself away from the wall so he could prepare to see the Emperor. 


Walking back into his bedroom, he passed the windows again, not sparing a glance at the city 
as he hurried to the bathroom door across from his bed. He went straight for the sink, 
splashing cool water on his face to try and chase away the groggy haze that always settled 
over him after a vision. 


It didn’t do much, but the cool water was soothing to say the least. 


He lifted his head, flinching when he met his own eyes in the mirror. He didn’t spend much 
time looking at his reflection, especially not when his eyes were visible. 


The man in the mirror was familiar, but not at the same time. Brown curls fell over even 
darker brown eyes, and he frowned when he noticed dark circles hanging under them. It 
wasn’t for lack of sleep, so he found himself wondering why he looked so tired all the time. 


His gaze lingered for a moment at the reflection that was both his and not at the same time. 
Then, he shook himself off, reaching into a drawer to pull out a carefully stitched blindfold. 


Made of white silk and shimmering with enchantments, the blindfold was one of many the 
Pythia had available to him. He slipped it over his eyes, hands moving out of muscle memory 


as he tied a knot around the back of his head. His vision flickered, and then the enchantments 
went into effect, allowing him to see through the fabric with little more than a subtle blur cast 
over everything around him. 


He glanced up at the mirror again, his eyes now hidden behind the white and gold 
embroidery. That would do. 


As if on cue, a soft chime echoed through his room. Hurrying out of the bathroom, he tapped 
a button on his tablet to let the guard outside know he was ready, and then made his way back 
into the main part of his quarters. 


“Your Highness,” the Pythia greeted, bowing his head slightly as the door slid open, allowing 
the Emperor to step into the room. 


“Pythia,” Schlatt replied, dipping his head as the door hissed shut behind him. 


The Emperor was not a slight man by any means, but he was still several inches shorter than 
the Pythia himself. Still, he stood with his shoulders straight and chin up, mutton chops 
perfectly trimmed despite the fact that, much like the Pythia, he looked as though he’d only 
just woken up. His button-up shirt was rumpled, as if he’d slept in it, and he was wearing 
blue slippers in place of proper shoes. 


However, the Pythia was still in his pajamas, so Schlatt had him one-upped there. 
“So,” Schlatt said after a beat, clapping his hands together, “what have you got for me?” 


Straight to the point. The Pythia usually preferred that, but today, he wanted anything but to 
tell the Emperor about his vision. 


“It’s... not good,” he began, opening up his tablet again to see his notes. “I had a dream about 
the ball tonight.” 


Schlatt frowned, folding his arms over his chest. “What’s wrong with it? Does someone get 
pissed about the fucking- I dunno, the wine selection?” 


The Pythia sighed, shaking his head. “This is serious, Schlatt. There’s going to be an attack.” 
“Excuse me, what?” Schlatt asked, eyes going wide. “The fuck do you mean by an attack?” 
Gunshots. Screaming. 

Dark wings tattooed against a pale wrist. 


“The Deathlings,” the Pythia clarified. “They’re going to stage some sort of attack, and 
people might die.” 


At this, Schlatt’s frown deepened. “The Deathlings? You mean they’re still kicking?” 


The Pythia nodded. “Apparently so. I saw the Deathling’s Mark.” 


A beat passed as Schlatt considered this. The Pythia set his tablet down on the table, eyes 
darting around despite the fact that they were hidden behind his blindfold. 


“Okay, so we’ll up security measures,” Schlatt said, folding his arms over his chest. 
A rock dropped into the Pythia’s gut. “No, that won’t work. You need to cancel the ball.” 
Another beat. A crease formed between Schlatt’s brows. 


“Look, Pythia, you know we’ve always worked well together,” he began, tapping his 
knuckles against the glass table. 


The Pythia considered the weight in his voice. “Yes, I’d like to think we have,” he said, 
feeling as though he was treading on ice. 


“You know I respect you and your opinions, just as much as I respect Clara Herself,” Schlatt 
continued. “But I think you’re forgetting one very important part of our arrangement.” 


Tension hung in the air, sliding down the Pythia’s throat and threatening to choke him. 
“What is that?” He asked, his tone careful. 


Schlatt lifted his eyes from the table to meet the blindfold. “I’m the Emperor here, not you. 
You’re here to act as an advisor to me, but I’m the one who actually makes the hard 
decisions.” 


“T understand that, but I’m telling you, I have a gut feeling that we need to cancel-“ 


“We can’t cancel!” Schlatt suddenly shouted, cutting him off. “Don’t you fucking get it? 
Everyone’s already on their way! Some of the most powerful damn people on the continent 
are going to be at that ball tonight. Royals, politicians, businessmen—we can’t send them 
back now. And even if we could, what the fuck would we tell them? That we’re scared of a 
tiny little terrorist group? One we haven’t heard a goddamn peep from in years?” He let out a 
bitter laugh, shaking his head. “You did your job. You warned me. I'l bump up security and 
itll be fine.” 


No that- that wouldn’t do it. The Pythia couldn’t explain how he knew, but a voice in the 
back of his head was screaming at him not to let Schlatt go through with the ball. That no 
matter how much security he added, it wouldn’t be enough. 


“It won’t be fine though,” he insisted. “I think your guests dying is a worse political situation 
to deal with than canceling the damn ball.” 


Schlatt narrowed his eyes. “Did you see anyone die?” 


The Pythia hesitated, because technically, no, he didn’t see anyone die. But he knew what his 
gut was telling him. What She was telling him. 


“Well, no, but-“ 


“Then I don’t think we have reason to worry.” 


Frustration had been bubbling up inside of him since Schlatt walked into the room, but to 
hear such plain dismissal in the Emperor’s voice—such a blatant lack of respect for Clara— 
sent it all boiling over. 


“How the fuck am I supposed to advise you if you don’t listen to me?!” He shouted, barely 
holding himself back from slamming his hand down on the table. 


Suddenly, before he could process what was happening, Schlatt was storming towards him 
until he was only inches from his face. 


“Listen here, dear Pythia,” Schlatt hissed, sarcasm dripping from his words when he said the 
title, “Whether you like it or not, you’re not the fucking Emperor here. I am. Clara chose you 
to serve me, not the other way around. So I’d be very careful with how you address me from 

now on. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 


Schlatt’s breath was hot against his face, and he could feel his blood roaring in his ears. 


He wasn’t going to win this fight. No matter how he pleaded, Schlatt was just going to do 
what he wanted. Like always. 


“You never listen to me,” he shot back, his voice low. “You have the aid of a literal goddess 
on your side, but you won’t listen to what She has to tell you.” 


“Well, has the nation fallen into ruin yet?” Schlatt asked mockingly, raising an eyebrow at 
him. “Because from where I’m sitting, it looks like it’s doing pretty fucking swell.” 


That was a lie and they both knew it. But Schlatt was prideful. He refused to admit that the 
nation was falling apart under his rule, and word of dissent had been spreading through the 
palace for months. 


Yet, he was still the one in power. The Pythia was just an advisor. One that could be bragged 
about and shown off to other politicians like a canary in a cage, only thought of as a pretty 
thing to look at while singing prophecies that were dismissed time and time again. 


This wasn’t a battle he could win. So he forced himself to swallow down his pride, and took a 
step back, dipping his head to Schlatt in deferral. 


“My apologies, Your Highness,” he forced out. “I’m simply worried about how things might 
reflect on you if they go as my vision suggested they would.” 


Schlatt huffed as he stepped back. “Let me worry about that. Your job tonight is to remind the 
other royals why they don’t fuck with us. Wow them with your magic shit, say some vague 
stuff about their future, and make sure they know that if they try to move against us, we’ ll be 
ready. Got it?” 


Curling his hand into a fist, the Pythia nodded. “I understand.” 


“Good,” Schlatt said, his smirk holding a razor fine point. “PI leave you to your morning 
then. I got a party to plan.” 


And with that, Schlatt turned on his heel, walking out the door without another word. 


The door hissed shut, and the Pythia was left with only the visions in his mind to keep him 
company. 


ood 


”As the mortal vessel for Clara, you have a connection with her unlike any other. She speaks 
through you, but you may also speak with Her in return. It is up to Her if she will answer, but 
it is never wrong to ask for Her guidance when times are difficult.” 


The lesson from the former Pythia echoed in his ears as he hurried down the hall, cerulean 
marble clicking under his shoes. There were still several hours before the ball, and he was 
struggling to keep his head above the waves of his anxiety. 


It was going to go wrong. That was one thing he was certain of. But visions from Clara were 
sacred—meant only to be shared between Pythia and monarch. He couldn’t tell another living 
soul about what was going to happen at the ball. 


What was the point of knowing the future if he was powerless to influence it? He wasn’t sure, 
but it wasn’t his place to know the answer to that. Clara chose him for a reason. That was 
what he had to remind himself of. 


His footsteps echoed in time with the guard’s behind him as the hall opened up into one of 
the largest chambers in the palace. Sunlight poured in through a crystalline skylight 
embedded in the marble, bathing the Pool of Guidance beneath it in gold. 


The Pool of Guidance was a pool of water that dominated most of the chamber. Neon 
holograms of jumping fish were reflected in the rippling surface, along with other holograms 
of lotus flowers floating just above the small waves. 


He ignored the Pool of Guidance though. Walking past it, he instead went for Her Statue, 
sitting opposite one end of the pool. 


He knelt down at the base of the statue, staring up through his blindfold at the face carved 
from opalescent stone. Sometimes, he found himself wondering if the face should seem 
familiar to him. After all, he was a vessel for Clara. He should know Her face when he saw it. 


Yet, he felt no kinship with the statue. In fact, he didn’t feel much of anything when he stared 
into those empty, stone eyes. 


That had to mean something, but he was too afraid to find out what. So he buried that secret 
deep in his chest, and did his best to tell himself he felt a connection as he folded his hands 
together to pray. 


Clara, I don t know what to do, he began, his prayer echoing in his mind. He won t listen to 
me, which means he wont listen to you. Is this a failure on my end? Is there something I can 


do better to get him to understand? 


He paused, waiting for an answer. But there was only silence in his mind as he stared up at 
the empty statue. 


She never answered his prayers when he was awake. He tried anyway, for lack of knowing 
what else to do. 


“What’s the difference between praying to the Pool of Guidance, and praying to Her statue?” 
A voice behind him suddenly asked. 


Jolting at the interruption, he snapped his head up, and found himself looking at someone 
completely unfamiliar to him. 


They wore a red velvet dress that fell to their calves, with billowing sleeves and a deep v- 
neck at the front. The dress was embroidered with golden snakes, some wrapping around 
their arms and others trailing up the sides. Higher up, he could see they had dark, curly hair 
tamed only by a gold circlet, sitting above a pair of pure white eyes. 


Interesting choice to go with for cybernetics, but it wasn’t the strangest thing he’d seen. 


What he was more focused on though was the pure wealth this stranger exuded. That, and the 
fact that they were a stranger in the first place. He’d lived in this palace for so long, he 
recognized nearly every person that stepped through the doors. So seeing a wealthy stranger 
like this could only mean one thing. 


They were a guest of the ball tonight. And judging by their clothing, they were a royal guest 
at that. 


“Uh-“ 


Before he could respond to their question, they seemed to notice the blindfold wrapping 
around his eyes, because they immediately stiffened. 


“Oh, you- you’re- I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude on your praying,” they said, 
immediately dropping into a bow as soon as he got to his feet. 


“You don’t need to apologize,” he quickly reassured them. 


“I didn’t realize who you were. I only saw the back of your head,” they continued, keeping 
their head bowed as they straightened back up. “I can leave you be if you need time to speak 
to Her.” 


“No, it’s fine, I was done with my prayers anyway,” he reassured. “Besides, if I need peace 
and quiet for my prayers, there are plenty of private places I can go.” 


They nodded, still seeming unsure as they carefully lifted their head. “If you’re sure it’s not a 
bother, then I’d just like to say it’s an honor to meet you, Pythia.” 


He dipped his head to the royal in respect. “It’s a pleasure to meet you too...” he trailed off, 
still unsure who he was speaking to. 


“You can call me Eret,” they introduced, giving him a small smile. 


“A pleasure to meet you, Eret,” he said, plastering on the polite smile he used whenever 
Schlatt made him talk to other royals. “I suspect you’re here for the ball tonight?” 


“Yes, I am. We arrived earlier than expected, so I was taking the day to explore your palace. 
It’s quite beautiful here,” they explained, pure white eyes looking around the chamber in 
wonder. 


Well, he could agree with them there. 


“Tt is,” he said, tilting his head back up at the statue. “To answer your question, typically you 
pray to the Pool of Guidance if you have a specific wish for the future you want Clara to 
grant, or an issue you want Her to provide guidance on. The statue is for more general 
prayers, or if you just wish to speak to Her directly.” 


“You can speak to Her directly?” Eret asked, eyes widening. 


Resisting the urge to flinch, he shook his head. “Not exactly. I believe the statue is supposed 
to act as a direct line, but I don’t think most people hear a response. I can’t speak of my own 
experience because, well, I know my experience isn’t what most have.” 


His own experience was largely similar to that of a normal Clara worshippers, because he 
also never spoke with Her directly. But that wasn’t something the general public needed to 
know. He was Her vessel. In their eyes, he was supposed to be as close to a living version of 
Her as anyone could get. 


“I’m sure it’s not,” Eret agreed, smiling again. “I must admit, you’re not exactly what I was 
expecting the Pythia to be like.” 


At this, his polite smile faltered. “What were you expecting?” 


“I’m not sure. Maybe an old woman who spoke only in prophecy?” They joked. “Just to be 
clear, I don’t mean this as an insult. I’m actually pleasantly surprised. You’re more... normal, 
is the way I’d phrase it, I suppose.” 


“Oh.” That made sense. This wasn’t the first time he’d met someone who had been expecting 
the Pythia to be much stranger or more ominous than he actually was. 


In a way, the assumption wasn’t wrong. His predecessor had been more akin to the mental 
image of what Eret had described. 


Wrinkled hands grabbing his own. His heart pounding in his chest as she pulled him close, 
her voice little more than a hiss as she whispered a warning in his ear. 


“This is not an easy life we live. But you were Chosen for a reason. Never question Her 
judgement, because she knows more than you or I ever could.” 


“T should let you get back to your prayers now, Pythia,” Eret suddenly said, startling him out 
of the memory. “Thank you for taking the time to speak with me, and I hope to see you again 
tonight.” 


“I hope to see you too,” he replied, almost certain Schlatt was going to pull Eret over to him 
at one point judging by how expensive their clothes were. 


With that, Eret bowed again before turning to leave the chamber. He watched them leave, 
ignoring the weight settling on his shoulders whenever he turned his back to the statue of 
Her. 


o> 
The ball was a kaleidoscope of wealth. 


It was being held in the Royal Atrium, glass walls overlooking the neon lights of the city in 
all its evening glory. Crystal chandeliers designed to look like starbursts hung from the 
ceiling, and the Pythia found himself lost in a sea of luxurious fabrics and glowing 
cybernetics. 


From an outsider's point of view, he supposed he was also part of the opulent walking jewelry 
stands being put on display this evening. For events like these, traditional garb was required 
for the Pythia. A veil made of twisted pearls and shimmering thread was layered over his 
head and tucked into the high collar of his shirt. Over the veil, a headpiece made of dangling 
gold was settled so it covered his eyes, although he still had an enchanted blindfold on under 
the veil in case the headpiece shifted. His shirt and pants were both white, and a cloak made 
of sheer, glittering fabric was settled over his shoulders and fell to his ankles. 


It was a bit ridiculous how over the top the entire outfit was. Despite the enchantment on the 
blindfold, he could barely see through the veil and headpiece, and was mostly relying on the 
guards forming a circle around him to tell him where to go. 


According to Schlatt though, it was better this way. His face was almost entirely hidden 
behind the veil, and although there were no strict rules in place about a Pythia needing to hide 
their face, it was better for the Pythia to remain shrouded in mystery. After all, these balls 
were the only times those outside the palace got to see the Pythia in person. He was meant to 
be seen as a living representation of Clara, not an individual. Limiting his interactions with 
outsiders and hiding his face only helped with that. 


“Can Clara tell me what my next year is going to look like?” 


Sometimes, the Pythia found himself wishing he had even less interaction with outsiders than 
he already did. 


Once the ball had gotten into full swing, Schlatt wasted no time in dragging over a myriad of 
the rich and powerful to meet the Pythia. Most of these interactions involved him nodding 
and muttering some platitudes about whatever ‘special’ connection to Clara they claimed to 
have. But a few of these interactions were far more annoying, because some individuals 


seemed to think he was a glorified fortune teller who could tell them their futures. Like the 
older woman standing in front of him. 


“T suggest praying to Clara for guidance,” he told her, forcing a polite lilt into his voice 
instead of scoffing like he so desperately wanted to do. 


The woman’s brows pinched, her cybernetic eyes glowing gold behind her lace mask as she 
stared him down. “But you have a direct connection to Her. Can’t you just ask Her and tell 
me?” 


“While I do have a connection to Clara, it is up to Her what visions I receive,” he tried to 
explain. “My role is to advise the Emperor, so the visions she sends me are ones that will 
benefit the kingdom as a whole. I can’t simply look at someone and know what their future is 
going to be.” 


Her frown deepened, and he got a feeling that she wasn’t going to leave unless she got what 
she was looking for. 


“But-“ he cut in before she could argue, “I will say when I look at you, I can feel that She’s 
smiling down on you. I’d say that suggests favor in your future.” 


It was a complete lie, but the woman seemed to buy it anyway. Her frown disappeared, 
replaced with a brilliant smile as she took his hands and squeezed. 


“Oh, I knew it! Thank you so much!” She exclaimed, the metal fingers on her left hand cold 
against his skin. “It was an honor to meet you, Pythia.” 


“May Clara bless you,” he told her, gently pulling his hands away. 


“And may She guide your path,” the woman finished. Then, she disappeared into the crowd 
again, her billowing gown shifting colors with the movement. 


The Pythia breathed a sigh of relief, allowing the fake smile to drop from his face even 
though it was barely visible behind the veil. Despite how annoying speaking to guests like 
that was, he preferred it to the alternative of standing in silence, waiting for the next 
distraction. Because the second she was gone, his mind drifted back to the vision he’d had 
that morning. 


Dread crawled up his throat, painful and clawing as he struggled to swallow it down. His 
gaze kept darting towards the doors and windows, wondering when it was going to happen. 
Because it was a when, not an if. Even though Schlatt had nearly doubled the number of 
guards that were supposed to attend the event, the Pythia just knew it wouldn’t work. It was 
as if there was a cold hand on the back of his neck, raising goosebumps along his spine like 
Clara Herself was trying to tell him he’d made a mistake. 


Taking a breath, he tried to shift his focus back to the present. He glanced at the guards 
surrounding him—silent pillars dressed in dual-colored suits and animal masks to fit the 
masquerade theme. For the most part, the guards stood straight, keeping their eyes on the 


crowd. But he noticed one guard glancing his way, blue eyes bright behind the eye holes in 
his rabbit mask. 


Even though his own eyes were hidden, the guard looked away as soon as he noticed him, as 
if he could sense the Pythia’s gaze on him. He wondered if the guard was new, or if this was 
just his first time being assigned to guard the Pythia specifically. After all, he usually just had 
one to two guards following him around the palace at a time. It was only for events like this 
that those numbers were bolstered to ensure his safety. 


Before he could think too long about the rabbit guard though, there was the sound of shoes 
clicking against marble, followed by Schlatt’s booming voice. 


“My dearest Pythia!” Schlatt crooned, steps swaying in time with the champagne glass in his 
hand as he made his way towards him. “I got someone I wanna introduce to you.They’re a 
good friend of mine.” 


Every person Schlatt introduced him to was a ‘good friend’ of his. In truth, Schlatt probably 
didn’t even remember half their names, and only knew them by what each one could give 
him. Money, power, social influence—currency came in more forms than just cash these 
days, and Schlatt knew that better than anyone. He also knew that he had a more valuable 
form of currency than any of those things combined, and that was his unfettered access to the 
Divine. So of course, he didn’t hesitate to take full advantage of it to gain the favor he 
wanted. 


Schlatt’s black suit was embroidered with glowing gold thread, cutting up the arms of his 
coat and wrapping around his back in jagged lines. His own eyes, which were recently 
upgraded thanks to the palace surgeon, shifted between shades of crimson and burgundy, 
matching the satin lining of his suit. A black mask sat over his eyes—shaped like a ram’s 
skull, complete with two horns curling out behind his ears and around his head. Suffice to 
say, Schlatt looked every inch the epitome of power and luxury his role as Emperor made 
him. 


And yet, he still paled in comparison to the person following close behind him. 


A low cut gown hugged their figure in a way that told him it had been especially designed for 
them. The fabric was sleek and lined with thin ridges, shifting between shades of gold and 
orange in such a perfect gradient, it was almost reminiscent of a sunset. Through the cut-outs 
in their sleeves, tattoos of shimmering gold snakes wrapped around their arms, 
complementing the gold ouroboros necklace that settled itself in the center of their chest. 


Their face was obscured by a gold masquerade mask that was also (unsurprisingly) decorated 
with snakes. But even with the mask, the minute he noticed their pure white eyes, he knew 
exactly who Schlatt was introducing him to. 


“This is Eret, King of Angia,” Schlatt introduced once his guards had moved out of the way 
so the three could all stand face to face. 


Behind his blindfold, his eyebrows raised. Angia. That’s where Eret was from. He should’ve 
guessed by the wealth and snakes. Angia was one of the wealthiest countries on the 


continent. A hub of gold mines and fertile soil, want was not something commonly found in 
Angia. He remembered hearing something about a recent shift in power, which he supposed 
was Eret being crowned as King. 


“It is a pleasure to meet you, Your Highness,” he greeted with a formal bow, knowing it 
would be easier to pretend they hadn’t met rather than explain to Schlatt that they’d run into 
each other a few hours earlier. 


Eret blinked, relief filling their gaze as they smiled and returned his bow. “It is an honor to 
meet you as well, Your Grace.” 


Schlatt glanced between them, smiling like he was already planning what he’d do with Eret’s 
money if any kind of formal alliance came out of this connection. “Well, P1 let you two chat 
a bit. My glass needs some refilling.” 


Despite the drunken slur to his words, he flashed the Pythia a pointed look as he wandered 
back into the crowd. A silent reminder what his job here was. To be the ideal songbird in a 
gilded cage—showing off his pretty plumage and flattering the guests Schlatt brought to him. 


Anxiety still buzzed under his skin. He forced himself to ignore it as he shifted his focus back 
to Eret. 


“Thank you for not mentioning our run-in earlier today,” they said as soon as Schlatt was out 
of earshot. “I was actually supposed to share a drink with your Emperor at that time, but told 
him I’d decided to take a nap in my room instead.” 


Oh. Well, he couldn’t blame Eret for that. 


“Very understandable. Schlatt can be a bit... much, to deal with when he’s been drinking,” he 
acquiesced, keeping his voice low as he watched Schlatt stumble through the crowd. 


Eret chuckled. “Yes, I’ve been warned of that.” They paused, a conspiratorial smile flickering 
over their face as they leaned closer to his face. “If you’ve had any visions about this ball, let 
me know if he’s going to fall into the table or spill someone’s drink. I’m desperate for any 
sort of entertainment at this thing, and I’d rather not miss something like that.” 


Although a part of him wanted to laugh at the mental image of that, the reminder of his vision 
only served to cast a dark shadow over his mood once again. 


For a moment, he considered warning them. Because once things went to hell, everyone 
inside the atrium was going to be put at risk, including Eret. Schlatt was aware of the risk he 
was taking, but no one else in the room was. Eret deserved a chance to get out while they still 
could. 


But again, the visions the Pythia received were only meant to be shared with the current 
reigning monarch. Any breach of this was to go against Clara Herself. He couldn’t say a 
word to Eret. 


“Unfortunately, I haven’t had any visions like that about today,” he said instead, figuring it 
wasn’t an outright lie. 


Eret didn’t seem to notice the worry gnawing at his insides. They let out a short laugh, before 
their smile faded, turning to something more serious. 


“Actually, I am curious about one thing, if you’re able to tell me,” they began, dropping their 
voice. “How often do you receive visions from Clara? Is it something that happens every 
night? Or is it far rarer than that?” 


Oh. 


He should’ve known this was coming. Even if some were more subtle, everyone who met 
him eventually asked about his abilities. The ruler of a rival nation was no exception. 


On the surface, the question seemed rather innocuous. But the Pythia had been in the game 
long enough to know what Eret was really asking with their question. They wanted to know 
how likely it was that he would receive warnings about the future if, say, a rival nation was to 
make a move against his own. 


Eret had been playing coy. He supposed the snakes wrapping around their arms were there 
for a reason. 


“It entirely depends on Her will,” the Pythia began, choosing his words with the care of 
walking through a minefield. “If She deems it necessary, I can receive visions every single 
night for weeks on end. But it’s more common for me to receive one or two a month.” 


Surprise flashed over their face. “Oh, that’s far less often than I thought. And are your visions 
for the near future? Like something that might happen in the next few days? Or can you see 
further out than that?” 


Grateful his veil hid his grimace, the Pythia shrugged. “Again, it depends on Clara. Most 
often they’re for the near future, but I’ve received visions months, even years in advance if 
we need that extra time to prepare for whatever event She shows me.” 


Truthfully, the furthest out he’d ever received a vision was ten months in advance. It was of 
Schlatt’s coronation ceremony. His father was still the Emperor at the time, so the vision told 
him that either he was going to abdicate soon, or he was going to pass away. 


It turned out to be the latter. The Emperor hadn’t made any plans to abdicate, but the warning 
allowed him to prepare for the power shift and ensure Schlatt was ready to take the throne. 
Then, when his illness struck, they all knew what was coming and the plans had already been 
set. It made the whole situation much easier than it would’ve been otherwise. 


He hadn’t even been the Pythia for a full two years when that happened. To this day, it still 
remained one of the most terrifying visions he’d ever reported to the reigning monarch. 


“Fascinating,” Eret murmured, fiddling with their necklace. “How clear are these-” 


Suddenly, Eret’s question was cut off by a deafening gunshot. 


And then, the screaming began. 


The Pythia’s heart leapt into his throat as his vision began to play out in front of him. A sea 
of colorful gowns and suits swelling like waves, panicked cries filling the air and drowning 
out everything else around him. The guards surrounding him tightened their circle, pushing 
him and Eret close together as they used their bodies to shield the two of them from any 
potential threats. 


His head whipped to the front of the atrium. A tall platform had been set up for Schlatt to 
give a speech near the end of the night, and that was where the sound of the gunshot had 
come from. It only took him a moment to spot the culprit, and the minute he laid his eyes on 
them, a rock dropped into his gut. 


Schlatt was standing on the platform, along with two men who seemed wholly out of place 
amidst the opulence. The taller of the two men—bright pink hair poking out from behind a 
metal boar mask he was wearing to cover his face—had Schlatt in a headlock. In one of his 
hands, the offending gun was pressed against Schlatt’s temple, while the other hand was 
being used to keep Schlatt from struggling in his grip. 


The other man, meanwhile, was walking towards the mic that sat at the front of the platform. 
His build was much less intimidating than the pink-haired man, but what he lacked in size he 
made up for with the metal wings he wore on his back. 


The mechanical wings were unlike anything the Pythia had seen before. They stretched out 
much further than he expected, wires and carefully carved feathers slotting together so 
perfectly, they had clearly been made by a master of mechanical engineering. The metal 
feathers shimmered with the telltale signs of enchantment, and he was so distracted by them 
that he almost forgot to look at the man’s face. 


Almost. 


Admittedly, the man’s face was covered by a similar mask to the one the pink-haired man 
wore, although this one was carved to look like a crow rather than a boar. It seemed he was 
keeping to a theme with the wings. 


The guests were still screaming. It seemed as though they’d reached the doors, only to find 
they were locked. He could hear a few people banging against them, but the metal was 
impossible to break through. 


They were trapped. 


“Good evening everyone,” the crow man’s voice suddenly echoed out over the crowd. “I 
understand you’re a bit alarmed by this change in your evening plans, but if you stop trying 
to break down the door, I promise we won’t take up too much of your time.” 


The screaming didn’t stop. If anything, it got worse. 


The crow man nodded to the man with the gun, and the Pythia braced himself as he moved 
the gun away from Schlatt’s head for just a moment, before firing it straight at the wall. 


“QUIET!” He shouted, placing the barrel of the gun against Schlatt’s temple once more. 
This shut everyone up real quick. 


“Better,” the crow man acknowledged. “Now, as I was saying, we don’t want to take up too 
much of your evening. We’re simply here to make an announcement with the help of 
Emperor Schlatt here.” 


There was an echo of gasps as everyone else noticed Schlatt’s compromised position for the 
first time. The Pythia felt Eret stiffen beside him. He tried not to look their way. 


Despite the terror coursing through his veins as the reality of the situation, he couldn’t help 
but feel a twisted sense of satisfaction when he saw the fear playing over Schlatt’s face. He’d 
chosen to ignore Clara’s warning, and now he was paying the price. 


...fuck, what was wrong with him? That was his Emperor. He shouldn’t be happy that his life 
was in danger. 


“Now,” the crow man’s voice cut in before he could fall into a crisis over his own morality, 
“we don’t want to hurt anyone tonight, so as long as you don’t give us a reason to, we should 
all-“ 


The Pythia felt a hand tap on his shoulder. 


“We need to get you out of here,” a guard whispered in his ear. “We don’t want to draw their 
attention, so just follow me through the crowd. I have a way out.” 


Oh. That’s right. Of course there were emergency plans in place to get the Pythia out of a 
situation like this. 


As subtly as he could, he nodded and turned to follow the guard who whispered to him. The 
other guards stayed in place, clearly not wanting to draw more attention by all moving at 
once. 


Eret noticed his movement, and raised an eyebrow. When they saw what he was doing 
though, they gave him a small nod before stepping between him and the platform. With their 
heels, they were the same height as him, and blocked him from view as the guard led him 
through the crowd. 


He could hear the crow man still speaking into the microphone, but wasn’t paying attention 
to what he was saying. Instead, he focused on keeping his shoulders hunched and head low, 
following the hand wrapped around his wrist as the other guests moved to the side to let them 
through. 


His heart was still pounding, but no one said a word to draw attention to his escape. The other 
guests pointedly kept their eyes on the stage, and he silently thanked everyone around him for 
the understanding. 


Eventually, he and the guard reached the back of the atrium. There was a door embedded into 
the wall, half-hidden behind a curtain of green vines that hung from the ceiling. The guard 


dug a rune key from his pocket, and the lock shimmered purple as the runes inside were 
activated to unlock. 


The crow man was still talking as the guard yanked him through the door, only going silent 
when it hissed shut behind them. 


And just like that, he was out. 


The Pythia leaned against the wall, a wave of relief washing over him as the metal over his 
head clinked with the movement. He took a moment to count his breaths, sending silent 
prayers of thanks to Clara for keeping him safe. 


“We need to get going,” a voice cut through his breathing exercises. 


Opening his eyes behind the blindfold again, he saw the guard shifting from foot to foot, 
eager to move. Only now did he realize that the guard that had grabbed him was the one 
wearing the rabbit mask—whose bright blue eyes he’d caught glancing his way earlier in the 
night. 


The door they had escaped through opened into a narrow, dark hallway. Dim emergency 
lights lit up the bottom of the wall, casting the guard’s split red and grey suit in a purple glow. 


“Where are we going?” The Pythia asked as he pushed off the wall to follow the guard down 
the hall. 


The guard’s boots clicked against the marble floor in time with his own leather dress shoes. 
Although the guard didn’t grab his wrist again, he kept glancing over his shoulder as if to 
make sure he was still following. 


“Somewhere safe,” the guard answered after a beat. 
That was... strangely vague. 


There was a plan in place for situations like these. Safe rooms located throughout the palace 
where both the Emperor and the Pythia could take refuge should an emergency occur. He’d 
been told this many times over the years. That his safety was considered just as important as 
the Emperor’s, and the guards would do everything in their power to get him to one of those 
safe rooms should the need arise. 


The guard’s answer shouldn’t have been vague. 
“Which bunker are you taking me to?” He asked, pausing midstep. 


The guard’s walk paused as well, and his eyes were narrowed behind his mask when he 
glanced back at him. 


“The one on the first floor,” he said after a beat. 


The Pythia narrowed his eyes. “There isn’t one on the first floor.” 


Another moment of silence passed. The Pythia’s blood roared in his ears. 

“I... I meant the one on the second floor.” 

Immediately, the Pythia yanked his hand out of the guard’s grip, stumbling backwards. 
“You’re not a real guard,” he gasped, a rock dropping into his gut. 

“Wh- Yes I am!” 

The guard stepped towards him, and he felt his back hit the wall of the hallway. 


“If you were, you would’ve known the entrance to the largest safe room is on the first floor. 
But you wouldn’t be taking me there, because the one in the east wing of the palace is far 
closer to the atrium.” 


The guard stared at him for a moment, blue eyes blown wide behind his mask. 


It was then the Pythia looked down at the hand outstretched between them. The prosthetic 
was made of intricately carved metal, covered in vines and flowers twisting together with the 
shimmer of enchantments reflecting in the purple glow. 


And although the guard’s sleeve was covering his wrist, he knew that in the place where 
metal met flesh, there was a pair of dark angel wings tattooed on his skin. 


He was right. This wasn’t a real guard. 
This was a Deathling. 
“Look, I’m not gonna hurt-“ 


“HELP!” He shouted, turning to run back for the door they entered into the hallway from. “I 
NEED-“ 


He was cut off by hands grabbing his shoulders. The fake guard was much stronger than he 
was, and he quickly found himself pinned to the wall, with a metal hand slammed over his 
mouth, the pearls on his veil digging into his chin and lips. 


“Don’t shout,” the fake guard snapped. “We can do this the easy way, or the hard way, but I’'d 
rather do it the easy way because I’m not going to hurt you.” 


Behind his blindfold, he scowled at the fake guard, hoping he’d feel his annoyance even if he 
couldn’t see it. 


“Look, just-“ the fake guard hesitated, “I’m gonna take my hand off your mouth to try and 
talk to you. If you shout again, then I’Il have to go to plan B, which is the hard way of doing 
things.” 


A beat passed. The Pythia narrowed his eyes before giving a small nod. 


Letting out a breath, the fake guard carefully took his hand off his mouth, but kept him 
pinned to the wall so he couldn’t move. 


The Pythia considered shouting again, but he was interested in hearing what this guy had to 
say first. 


“Okay, you’re quiet. That’s good,” the fake guard murmured. “Now, Pythia-“ he cut himself, 
furrowing his brows. “Actually, what’s your name, man? I feel weird just calling you the 
fucking Pythia.” 


His... His name? 


He stared at the fake guard for a moment, cold creeping up his chest as he realized the guy 
wasn’t joking. He was actually asking what his name was. 


The fake guard didn’t know. 


“T don’t have a name,” he answered after a moment, the words slipping out as if he was on 
autopilot. “I gave it up when I became the Pythia.” 


It sat in the back of his head. His name. It was nothing more than a sound to him now. It 
wasn’t him because he wasn’t supposed to be anyone. 


He... He wasn’t anyone. There was no ‘supposed’ about it. He had to remember that. 
A beat of silence passed. The fake guard blinked, confusion dancing in his eyes. 
“What the fuck?” He then asked. “What do you mean you gave it up?” 


“The Pythia is a vessel for Clara before anything else. So we don’t need names,” he 
continued, ignoring the lump forming in his throat. 


“That- That’s so fucked up!” The fake guard exclaimed. 
He shrugged. It wasn’t fucked up. It was just the way things were. 


“Phil’s gonna flip his shit when he finds out about that,” the fake guard then muttered, 
making the Pythia wonder who ‘Phil’ was. “Um... okay. Fine. I guess I'll just call you the 
Pythia.” He paused, pressing his lips together into a thin line as he glanced around the hall. 
“Again, I’m not here to hurt you.” 


“Then what are you here to do? Because I doubt you’re taking me back to my room.” 
The fake guard sighed. “I just need you to come with me.” 
“Where? Outside the palace?” 


“Yeah, you could say that,” the fake guard nodded. 


“It’s forbidden for the Pythia to leave their place beside the Emperor unless it’s approved by 
the Emperor himself,” he explained, clenching his jaw. “I’m not disobeying the Crown or my 
Goddess, so you’ll have to drag me out of here kicking and screaming if you want me to 
come with you.” 


“Fuck,” his would-be kidnapper muttered, using one hand to dig into his pocket. “Fine. I’m 
sorry in advance for this then.” 


His eyes fell to the hand the fake guard had in his pocket. “Sorry for wh-“ 


He didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence before the fake guard’s hand was darting out and 
towards his face. He winced, bracing himself for the hit... but it never came. 


Instead, his neck stung. He opened his eyes, fear lancing through his body when he realized 
the fake guard had a syringe in his hand. 


“Ouch!” He yelped as the needle was pulled back out. “What the fuck did you do?!” 
“I told you this could’ ve been easier,” the fake guard replied, an apology in his voice. 


Before the Pythia could ask what he meant by that, his vision began to blur. Dark spots 
danced around his eyes, and his legs began to wobble as his muscles went slack. 


He stumbled forward, ears ringing as the fake guard caught him. 


“You- You tranquilized me,” he tried to say, but his words came out as more of an incoherent 
slur. 


“I’m sorry, I didn’t want to,” the fake guard told him, slinging one of his arms over his 
shoulder. “I didn’t give you enough to knock you out, so just lean against me.” 


As much as the Pythia wanted to argue, his mind was fogging with exhaustion, and he found 
he couldn’t muster up the words to tell him to fuck off. 


This was bad, but also... he was tired. So unbelievably tired. He could barely stand, and 
dropped almost all of his weight onto the fake guard. 


When they started making their way down the hallway again, it took all of his focus to try 
and put one foot in front of the other. 


“Fucking Death below, you’re heavy as shit,” the fake guard cursed as he dragged him down 
the hall. 


The purple glow lighting up the hallway made his vision blur further, and his stomach 
twisted. He was struggling to remember how to breathe, and his heartbeat was so slow, he 
was sure he was going to pass out any second. 


He needed to get away. He needed to try and run, or push the guard, or scream for help. 


But he could barely walk. His arms were limp, and he wasn’t sure how he was even supposed 
to make his voice work. It was like a blinding fog had settled over his thoughts. He couldn’t 
remember what he’d been doing before this, or why he’d been so afraid. All that existed right 
now was the endless hallway, and the warm body pressed against his shoulder. 


They walked. And walked. And walked. 


It felt like an eternity of walking. Each step was a mile. The very act of lifting his foot was 
like pushing a boulder. He’d forgotten how to use his limbs. He was fighting to even think. 


Suddenly, he was being yanked to the side. A door opened, and the fake guard was pulling 
him into a small room. 


He groaned, readjusting his head on the fake guard’s shoulder, and the guy shushed him. 
“Stay quiet,” he hissed. 


It was then that he heard voices outside the door. Footsteps echoed along the walls, and he 
realized that this was his chance. He had to call out now, before he was out of the palace. 


He opened his mouth, ready to try and slur out some cry for help. But as if he could read his 
mind, the fake guard slammed a hand over his face before he could even get a peep out. 


“Don’t even think about it,” he whispered so low, it was difficult to hear even with their faces 
only inches apart. 


The voices and footsteps got louder. A shadow passed under the door, and he knew he needed 
to fight back. To push his kidnapper away and slam against the door. 


But his limbs were far too heavy, and the fake guard was pinning his arms to the wall 
anyway. He couldn’t try to move even if he wanted to. 


He just wanted to sleep. 


Another minute passed as the voices faded away. The fake guard breathed a sigh of relief, 
before opening the door and dragging him out once more. 


“Let’s hurry the fuck up,” he muttered, wrapping an arm around the Pythia’s shoulders as 
they resumed their walking. 


The rest of the walk down the hallway passed by in a haze. He remembered blurred lights, the 
glare against the rabbit mask covering the fake guard’s face, the feeling of the pearls on his 
veil digging into the back of his neck—so many tiny details, but nothing that could help him. 


Finally, after what felt like eons of walking, the hall opened up into something that wasn’t a 
full room, but gave them a bit more breathing room than what they were working with 
before. More emergency lights lined the walls, and through his blurred vision, he could just 
make out a door with the words Maintenance Stairwell above it. 


The fake guard grunted as he pushed open the door, a loud metal squeak echoing off the 
walls. They both stumbled inside, the fake guard barely catching him before he could fall 
face first down the stairs. 


“Alright, can you do steps?” His kidnapper asked. 


The Pythia shook his head. He probably could, but the bastard was still kidnapping him, so 
he wasn’t going to make this easy on him. 


“Goddammit,” the fake guard muttered, rearranging the arm around the Pythia’s side to better 
support him. 


If the Pythia could speak right now, he’d say something along the lines of, that’s what you get 
for drugging me. But he knew that would probably just come out as an incoherent slur, so he 
kept his mouth shut instead. 


The descent down the stairs was... a struggle, to say the least. The Pythia made sure he was 
no help at all, going completely limp against his kidnapper’s side until the guy gave up trying 
to support him and hoisted him onto his back instead. 


“Death below, that jewelry makes you heavy as shit!” The fake guard exclaimed as he hurried 
down the steps, leaning onto the wall for support. 


The Pythia’s head lolled against his shoulder, the pearl veil rattling with the motion. 


“M taller than you,” he managed to say after a minute of fighting to remember how to move 
his lips. 


“Oh, fuck you, man. I’m very tall, you’re just wearing heels or some shit.” 
“No heels,” he shot back, words still slurred. “You’re small.” 
The fake guard made an indignant noise at this. “I’m not small!” 


It was kind of funny, seeing how easily he could piss his kidnapper off. In a way, the fake 
guard was more of a tiny dog than a rabbit. One that tried to make itself seem more 
intimidating by barking all the time. 


The mental image made the Pythia giggle into the fake guard’s shoulder. Even though he 
couldn’t see his face from this angle, he could practically feel the eye roll directed his way. 


They reached the bottom of the steps, and the fake guard grunted as he set the Pythia back 
down on his feet. He slumped into his side again, but forced himself to lift his head so he 
could see where he was now. 


It was some kind of maintenance room. Wires were embedded into the walls besides 
electrical panels, and there was a row of breakers flashing between green and pink. 


“Alright, this is gonna be the annoying part,” his kidnapper muttered as he sat the Pythia 
down on the bottom step. He took off his split red and grey colored suit jacket, revealing a 


black button-up shirt with a leather harness settled over top. He dropped the suit jacket on the 
stone floor, and pressed a button on one of the harness straps. There was a mechanical click, 
and a pair of metal wings flared out from his back. 


The wings were much smaller than the crow man’s back in the atrium, but they seemed to be 
made by the same craftsman, feathers curved the same way and glimmering with 
enchantments. 


“I didn’t know rabbits could fly,” the Pythia mumbled, finding it a bit easier to speak now 
compared to before. 


The fake guard rolled his eyes. “I’m just cool like that, bitch.” 


Before the Pythia could reply to that, his kidnapper was walking over to where he was sitting 
on the steps, and placed something over his head. His arms were limp as the fake guard 
tugged them through, fitting a similar leather harness over his own clothes. 


“What the fuck?” He muttered. 


“Don’t worry about it,” the fake guard said, grabbing his wrist to tug him to his feet again. 
“C’mon, we don’t have much time.” 


The Pythia could only stumble along as his kidnapper dragged him out of the maintenance 
room and onto an empty train platform. Despite the fog still settled over his mind, he perked 
up seeing the low blue lights illuminating the monorail, recognizing this as the platform that 
deliveries—and less often visitors—came in and out of the palace on. 


There was no one on the platform, and the Pythia realized this was because nearly the entire 
system was automated. The security cameras in the upper corners of the walls were black, 
clearly having been shut off by the Deathlings before they began their attack. The main 
entrance doors to the platform were shut as well, leaving the only exit from the platform as 
the train tunnel itself. 


The fake guard dragged him along the side of the tunnel, the Pythia’s vision blurring when he 
tried to focus on the light of the city at the end. It was taking all his effort to remain upright, 
and while he could’ve just gone limp and dropped to the floor, his kidnapper had made it 
clear he could and would carry him if he needed to. At least this way the Pythia could see 
where they were going. 


It didn’t take long for them to reach the edge of the tunnel. The fake guard stopped walking, 
the Pythia almost bumping into his back. This was as far as they could go if they weren’t on a 
train. The rail was far too narrow to walk on, and it hung over a vast stretch of empty air. 
Below them, the city lights glittered like neon stars, and the Pythia’s stomach lurched, 
realizing just how close they were to the edge of the platform. 


“Okay, now this is the part where you really don’t wanna try anything with me, because 
you’ll probably fall to your death if you do and I don’t think either of us wants that to 
happen,” the fake guard said, turning back to face him. “That harness you’re wearing has a 
hook, and I’m gonna use it to attach you to me right here,” he explained, holding up a metal 


clip on the front of his own harness. “We’ll jump off and glide down to the street, and from 
there it should be pretty easy to get to where we need to go. Sound good to you?” 


For a moment, the Pythia’s hazy mind struggled to process what his kidnapper had just told 
him. 


Then, he registered the words jump off and glide down, and felt all the air leave his lungs at 
once. 


“You- You’re fucking insane!” He exclaimed, some of the fog dissipating as his heart began 
to pound in his chest again. “I’m not jumping off this thing!” 


He scrambled backwards, his back hitting the train tunnel wall. The fake guard tried to step 
towards him, but he reached out and shoved him back as hard as he could in his inebriated 
state. 


The guard stumbled, arms waving as his heels hit the edge of the platform. Fear lanced 
through the Pythia as he realized the guy might fall, but before he could reach out to try and 
grab him, the fake guard righted himself and rushed back onto the platform fully. 


He looked up. His eyes narrowed behind the mask. 


Suddenly, the Pythia was being slammed into the tunnel wall again. He grunted as the fake 
guard twisted his arm behind his back, and tried to ignore the pain of the metallic thread of 
his veil cutting into his cheeks as his face was pressed against stone. 


“Do you want me to fucking drug you again?” The fake guard asked, hooking their harnesses 
together. “I don’t wanna do that! But we’re past the walking bit, so I really don’t need you 
awake anymore. Do you wanna be knocked out?” 


“N-No,” he forced out, feeling blood well up on his face from his veil. “Please don’t.” 


The idea of being knocked out completely—of everything going dark and waking up without 
any idea where he was—scared the living shit out of him. Soon, he was going to be 
surrounded by Deathlings. Even if they covered his head or something, he needed to at least 
have some idea of where he was being taken. 


“Okay, so you won’t try to push me again? Because that was just rude.” 
“I won't.” 
A beat passed. 


Then, the fake guard hummed, and the hands holding him disappeared. He almost collapsed 
to the floor, taking a deep breath as the veil fell away from his face and stopped cutting into 
his skin. 


He could feel tiny drops of blood welling up along his cheeks, but did his best to ignore it as 
he struggled to walk with the fake guard. Their harnesses were hooked now, so there was 
only a few inches between his back and the fake guard’s chest. This made walking even more 


difficult than it already was, and he was relieved the edge of the platform was only a few feet 
from the tunnel wall so they didn’t have to do an awkward shuffle for more than a few steps. 


The tips of the Pythia’s shoes sat right over the edge. His breath caught in his throat as he 
looked down at the city below, wondering if this was going to be the last thing he saw before 
he died. Ice cold wind buffeted his veil, stinging the cuts on his cheeks. His thin shirt did 
little to protect him from the chill, so he wasn’t sure if the shudder that ran up his spine had 
more to do with the cold or his own fear. 


Probably both. 
“Hey man, it’s gonna be fine,” his kidnapper reassured him in a surprisingly gentle voice. 


“We’re about to jump off a fucking building, this doesn’t feel very fine to me,” he snapped 
back. 


“Trust me, I’ve done this a ton of times before.” A warm hand fell on his shoulder, and the 
Pythia hated how he was relieved for the little bit of protection from the cold. 


There was a jarring contrast between the tranquilizer fighting to keep him calm, and every 
cell in his body trying to panic at the same time. He took a shaky breath, hating how his heart 
wasn’t pounding even though he knew it should’ve been. 


“Okay,” he breathed, shutting his eyes for a moment. “Okay. Do I just-“ 


Before he could finish his sentence, the same hand on his shoulder moved, and suddenly he 
was being pushed off the edge. 


Wind whipped past his face and howled in his ears. It cut through his clothes, chilling him to 
the very bone. A scream tore from his throat as the ground began to rush at him. 


He couldn’t see, couldn’t hear, couldn’t process anything but the speed. 


This was it. He was going to die. He would die, and Clara would need to find a new vessel, 
and he would’ve failed his Goddess. 


Suddenly, there was the sound of metal shifting against metal. And just like that, he was 
jolted backwards with a force so violent, it knocked all the air right out of his lungs. 


He gasped as they lifted away from the ground. The harness dug into his chest and he 
scrambled to grab onto the leather straps, trying to relieve the pressure on his arms. They 
lifted further away from the ground, gliding between skyscrapers as they left the palace far 
behind them. 


It was all a blur of neon lights and holographic billboards as they flew down down down- 
deeper and deeper into the city. At one point, the fake guard banked to the left, the grip he 
had on the Pythia’s arms tightening enough to make him wince. 


A dark alleyway nestled between rows of brick buildings came into view. They flew closer to 
the ground, and it took the Pythia far too long to realize this meant they were going in for a 


landing. 


When they were only a few feet above the pavement, the fake guard pulled up, likely to try 
and land on his feet. Instead though, the Pythia’s own shoes brushed the ground, and 
suddenly he was being slammed straight into the ground. 


Fuck. 

Shit. 
Asphalt. 
Fucking shit. 


One minute, they’d been above the entire city. The next, the Pythia found the pearls on his 
veil cutting into his cheeks again as the smell of wet asphalt filled his nose. His palms stung 
from where he’d tried to catch himself. His side throbbed from the fake guard elbowing him 
as they fell. 


Above him, there was a loud groan. 
“You’re a fucking idiot,” the fake guard mumbled, splayed across the Pythia’s back. 


“S not like you fucking told me how to land,” he grumbled in response. “You just pushed me 
off.” 


The fake guard was silent for a moment. Then, there was a clicking sound as he unhooked the 
harnesses, and rolled off the Pythia’s back and onto his knees. 


Head spinning from both the tranquilizer and the fall, the Pythia didn’t even try to fight as his 
kidnapper grabbed his shoulders and sat him up against the alley wall. Every bone in his 
body ached. The cuts on his arms, legs, and face all stung in the cool night air. 


He was so out of it because of the fall that it took him nearly a full minute to realize what had 
happened. 


Eyes flying open, the Pythia’s head whipped around, trying to see where they’d landed. The 
alley was dark, the asphalt littered with puddles. The putrid stench of garbage curled around 
his nose, the culprit being a dumpster sitting a bit further down the alley. 


And for a moment, just a moment, he was hit with the strongest sense of deja vu. 


The smell of garbage wrapped around him as he sprinted down the alley, shoes soaked 
through with rancid water from all the puddles he’d stepped in on his way here. 


Even still, there was laughter bubbling in the back of his throat and a smile on his face as he 
dove into the crowd outside the alley. Heat engulfed him as he squeezed between the pressed 
together bodies, ducking under elbows and avoiding annoyed looks as he forced his way to 
the front. 


His head poked out over the shoulder of a man sitting in a lawn chair. Now that he could see 
the street, that meant he could also see the hoverbikes lined up at the intersection, glittering 
in all shades of the rainbow as their engines hummed with anticipation. 


He smiled as soon as he caught sight of the bikes. 


There was a hoverbike in the alley. The Pythia had to blink a few times when he first noticed 
it, just to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating it. 


The bike itself was completely out of place. The alley was dark, dirty, and not the kind of 
place anyone would be if they hadn’t accidentally crashed there. But the bike wasn’t any of 
those things. Cherry red metal practically shimmered in the low light—so clean there wasn’t 
a single speck of dust on it. 


His kidnapper was walking right towards the bike. 


“Ts that yours?” The Pythia asked as his kidnapper unhooked a bungee cord from the back of 
the bike. 


“No, I’m just stealing this random bag off this bike,” the guy deadpanned, lifting a duffel bag 
that was no longer secured to the bike by the cord onto his shoulder. He walked back over to 
where the Pythia was sitting against the wall, setting down the bag before kneeling in front of 
him. “Of course it’s mine. Who the fuck else’s would it be?” 


“I dunno. You’re part of a terrorist death cult. You probably steal stuff,” he muttered, 
slumping further back against the brick. 


Unzipping the duffel bag, the fake guard looked up to raise an eyebrow at him. “Y’know, 
assuming makes an ass out of you and me.” 


“So you’ve never stolen anything before?” He asked, giving his kidnapper a doubtful look 
despite the fact that he couldn’t see it behind the veil and blindfold. 


“I mean, I have,” he scoffed, taking a red hoodie out of the duffel bag along with a small 
piece of black fabric. “But you shouldn’t fuckin’ assume that.” 


Before the Pythia could point out the flaw in his logic, his kidnapper was taking off his 
wings, the metal feathers slotting together to fold up into a small box. He placed the wings in 
the bag, and then reached up to take off his rabbit mask. 


Despite the fog still hanging heavily over his thoughts, a jolt of shock still ran through the 
Pythia the moment he saw his kidnapper’s face. 


“You- You’re a child!” He exclaimed, stiffening against the brick wall. 


Maybe calling him a child was a bit of an exaggeration, but the boy couldn’t have been older 
than eighteen. His cheeks still carried the barest hints of baby fat to them, offset only by a 
square jaw and broad shoulders. Along with this, without the suit jacket and the wings, the 
Pythia could now see how lanky the boy was as well—a mess of skinny limbs he hadn’t quite 


grown into yet. In a way, it was eerily reminiscent of how he’d looked at that age, although 
he dismissed that thought the second it crossed his mind. 


At his surprise though, the boy scowled. “I’m not a fucking child! I’m eighteen!” 


“And the Deathlings let an eighteen year old kidnap the Pythia?” He asked, the gold 
headpiece rattling as he straightened himself up. 


“Yes, they did,” the boy snapped, tugging the hoodie over his head. His blonde curls were 
ruffled by the gesture, sticking up in several different spots as he placed the rabbit mask in 
the bag on top of the folded up wings. “I don’t even wanna ask how old you are. I bet you’re, 
like, fuckin’ fifty or something.” 


“I’m not fifty,” he shot back. 


The boy paused what he was doing, waiting for the Pythia to give him his correct age. He 
didn’t. 


Along with dissuading outsiders from seeing the Pythia’s face, it was also common practice 
for the Pythia to not discuss their age. Truthfully, the age of the Pythia didn’t matter, because 
they were a vessel of an immortal goddess. Their predictions would be the same whether they 
were fourteen or eighty. But if a Pythia was younger, this could lead to outsiders taking their 
predictions less seriously. 


So he didn’t offer his age to the boy, and after a few moments, he huffed and looked back 
down at the bag. The Pythia watched him pull out a piece of black fabric, tugging it down 
over his head and adjusting it so it covered the lower half of his face as a mask. 


With only his eyes and hair visible, the boy then focused on him again. 
“Youre really not gonna tell me your name?” He asked, eyebrows scrunched together. 
The Pythia clenched his jaw. “I told you, I don’t have one.” 


“Still think that’s fucked up,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Whatever, you can call me 
Tommy.” 


Tommy. Fitting for a teenager as brash and abrasive as he was. 


“What, are you trying to be friends with me?” He snapped without thinking. “You kidnapped 
me in case you forgot. We’re not sharing names and acting like buddies.” 


“I just figured you might wanna know it since we’re gonna be spending a lot of time 
together,” Tommy fired back, scowling again. “But I guess I don’t need to know your name 
since I can just call you a fucking prick.” 


“Call me what you like. It doesn’t make a difference to me either way.” 


This only seemed to annoy Tommy more. The crease between his brows grew more 
noticeable, and it wasn’t until he was reaching towards the Pythia’s face that he realized what 


he was doing. 


“Wh- Hey, don’t take that!” He yelped as Tommy pulled the gold headpiece off his head, 
instantly clearing up most of his field of vision. He reached up to try and stop Tommy from 
taking off the veil as well, but Tommy slapped his hands out of the way, and yanked the veil 
off in one swift motion. 


“I can’t ride around the city with you on my bike wearing this shit,” Tommy explained, 
setting the veil and headpiece in the bag. “We’ll be clocked by CCTV in sec-” 


The minute Tommy’s eyes fell on him again, his mouth snapped shut. The Pythia was about 
to ask what was wrong, when he was reaching for his face, fingertips brushing lightly against 
the cuts on his cheeks. 


“Wait, did I-” 


“When you slammed me into the wall on the train platform,” he explained, frowning at 
Tommy. “Also crashing into the fucking asphalt certainly didn’t help.” 


Tommy yanked his hand away as if he’d been burnt. “Why didn’t you say something?! I 
wasn’t trying to hurt you!” 


And- 


And the Pythia found himself taken back. Because Tommy sounded genuinely upset that he 
hurt him. 


This boy—a Deathling who wanted to destroy the very foundations their nation was built on 
—was upset that he hurt him. They weren’t grave injuries. They barely even bled. It was just 
a few shallow scratches that marred his cheeks. At most, it would only take a few days for 
them to heal. Even still, the horror was there. 


“It’s, um, it’s fine,” he stuttered, guilt festering inside of him at Tommy’s obvious worry. 
“Just don’t do it again.” 


Although Tommy didn’t seem to believe him, he nodded anyway. “Okay, I won’t.” 


It was then he reached for the Pythia’s face again, much slower this time, as if to give him 
warning. For a moment, he was so surprised he could only sit still, but the second his fingers 
touched the edge of the blindfold he was seized with panic. 


“Don’t touch that!” He screamed, squeezing his eyes shut on instinct. 
Immediately, the hands pulled away. “Fuck! Okay! Not touching it!” 


Taking an unsteady breath, the Pythia brought his hands up to the edges of the blindfold to 
make sure it was still in place. He felt the fabric around his temples, over his nose and 
covering his eyelids. A few seconds passed, and as his heart began to slow he figured it was 
safe to open his eyes again. 


He focused back on Tommy, who had his hands held up in mock surrender. 


“Sorry,” he muttered, dropping his hands from the blindfold. “I can’t take that off in front of 
anyone. It’s for your own safety.” 


At this, Tommy frowned. “What do you mean?” 


Sighing, the Pythia forced himself to straighten up again. “It’s forbidden for anyone to see a 
Pythia’s eyes. If they do, they’ll be cursed. So we wear blindfolds that are enchanted to allow 
us to see through them, but keep our eyes hidden.” 


“Cursed?” 
“You'll die an early death,” he explained, trying to force the tension out of his shoulders. 


“But that’s Kristin’s domain,” Tommy muttered, brows furrowed again as he glanced at the 
ground. “Clara shouldn’t be able to influence that.” He considered this for a moment, before 
shrugging. “Whatever, I can ask Phil about that later. You keep the blindfold on, but the rest 
of your fancy shit is staying in here, got it?” He asked as he pointed to the duffel bag. 


“You're explaining all this to me like I have a say in the matter.” 
Tommy huffed. “It’s called trying to be nice, dickhead.” 


The Pythia rolled his eyes behind his blindfold. “You’re trying to be nice to the person you’re 
kidnapping?” 


“Yes.” 


While a part of the Pythia wanted to point out how those two things contradicted each other, 
something in Tommy’s tone stopped him. There was nothing to laugh at in his answer. 
Nothing sarcastic or mocking. 


Was he trying to be nice? Yes. He was. That’s all there was to it. 


It didn’t make sense. There was no reason for his kidnapper to be nice to him. Maybe inside 
the palace Tommy wanted to keep things amicable to keep him from trying to fight back, but 
they were outside the palace now (and oh Clara, he was going to freak out when that 
realization fully settled in). Tommy had won. He didn’t have to keep up the charade. 


And yet, here they were. With Tommy still trying to be nice. 


“So what happens now?” He asked, ignoring the tight ball that sat in his chest like a physical 
weight. 


Tommy, who was still digging through the bag, suddenly pulled out a wad of bright yellow 
fabric. “First, put this on over your shirt.” 


It was a jacket. A windbreaker, to be exact. His fingers twisted into the airy fabric, but when 
he tried to lift his arm to put it on, it felt like he was moving through molasses. Every part of 


his body was unbearably heavy, and although it was easier to think than it had been back in 
the palace, it seemed as though the tranquilizer was still very much in effect. 


He struggled to get his arm through the sleeve for nearly a minute before Tommy had enough 
of it. Despite his protests at being treated like a child, Tommy ignored him and yanked both 
his arms into the sleeves of the jacket, before zipping up the front as high as it would go. 


“Fuck you,” he muttered, slumping back against the wall with a huff. 


“Are all Pythia this bitchy, or are you just special?” Tommy asked, zipping up the duffel bag 
and walking it back over to the hoverbike. 


“Trust me, I could be very pleasant company if I wanted to be,” he shot back, eyes half- 
lidded as Tommy wrapped the bungee cord around the bag again. 


Tommy rolled his eyes as he hooked the cord under the bike, before making his way back 
over to the Pythia. “Yeah, I saw at the ball. You had all those rich fucks practically eating out 
of the palm of your hand.” 


“It’s all a game of bullshit. They want to think they’re special—that they’re important enough 
for Clara to pay attention to them—and refuse to believe it when I tell them She has bigger 
shit to worry about than their corrupt businesses.” 


“I dunno how you do it,” Tommy said, crouching down in front of him. “I would’ ve snapped 
and told them all to fuck off.” 


“Believe me, I wanted- hey, what are you doing?” The Pythia asked, cutting himself off when 
he felt Tommy grab his wrists. 


“Well, Pm sure the asphalt is really comfortable to sit on, but we can’t stay here all night,” 
Tommy explained, already straightening up. “So c’mon, get to your feet. We gotta go.” 


Before he could try to argue, Tommy was yanking him up by the arms, his jelly legs 
immediately buckling under his own weight. A pair of arms caught him before he could face 
plant into the asphalt for a second time that evening, and he struggled to get to his feet as 
Tommy propped him up against his shoulder. 


“How much of that shit did I give you?” Tommy muttered, brows furrowed as he half- 
dragged the Pythia to the hoverbike. 


“Wh- You’re telling me you don’t know?!” 


“It was preloaded!” Tommy exclaimed. “Anyway, I’m sure you’ll be fine! You’re not dead 
yet so, like, that’s a good sign. Now, can you stand on your own for just a minute?” 


They were at the bike now. Tommy was glancing between it and the Pythia, as if he was 
unsure what to do now. Distantly, fear shot through the Pythia at the idea of racing on the 
back of one of those things, but he was far too focused on staying upright to think about it too 
hard right now. 


“PI try,” he mumbled. 


Seemingly satisfied, the arms supporting him fell away, and the Pythia stumbled as his legs 
threatened to buckle again. He caught himself at the last second though, and squeezed his 
eyes shut, ignoring the ringing in his ears and the sweat breaking out on his forehead as he 
put his full energy into standing. 


His heartbeat was quiet, but everything else in his body was so unbearably loud. The blood 
rushing in his ears, his breaths scraping against the back of his throat, the bracelets on his 
wrists clinking against each other—it was too much. Too much effort, too much energy, too 
much too much too- 


Tommy grabbed him right as he started to tip over. 
“Shit- fuck, okay, you just need to climb on the back for me, got it?” 


The Pythia blinked open his eyes again, and saw black dots dancing around his vision. 
Nausea twisted his stomach, but he did his best to shove it down as he used the last of his 
energy to lift his leg over the bike. 


In the end, he more or less fell onto the bike rather than climbed on it, but it did the trick. 
With a bit more help from Tommy, he managed to get himself settled behind the boy, and 
practically went limp against his back once he was sitting again. 


“Can’t pass out yet, king,” Tommy said, even though he was far too uncomfortable to even 
think about sleeping. “Grab onto me so you don’t fall off. I really don’t wanna have to 
explain to Phil that I got the Pythia fucking pancaked on the side of the road.” 


In his stupor, the Pythia managed to hook his fingers through Tommy’s belt loops, and 
figured that was good enough. With a final nod, the bike hummed to life underneath them, 
the wheels lighting up in shades of blue and white as they lifted off the ground. 


The Pythia’s stomach roiled as they pulled out of the alley and onto the main road. His head 
was spinning again, panic and exhaustion combined overwhelming every cell in his body 
until it was a struggle to even remember how to breathe. 


The dream had become the worst reality possible. He was out of the palace, and being taken 
to wherever the fucking Deathlings themselves wanted to hold him hostage. They could have 
any number of horrible things planned for him, and right now, he was too out of it to even try 
to get away. 


This was all Schlatt’s fault. 
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It had been a long time since the Pythia had seen the city like this. 


Wind whipped at his cheeks as they weaved between the cars, the edges of his jacket 
brushing against car doors far too often for comfort. Neon holograms shimmered above his 
head—candy bright advertisements looping over and over as they recommended things like 
soda and hair dye and anything else they could convince people to spend credits on. 


They pulled up to a stoplight, the Pythia breathing a sigh of relief for the brief respite. He 
glanced at the bus waiting in the lane beside them, the entire side of the vehicle converted 
into a screen, playing some ad for a TV show he’d never heard of before. 


Looking over his shoulder, he tensed when he saw the palace sitting in the distance. Cerulean 
steps led up to the glass and marble behemoth that overlooked the entire city—towering 
spires glittering in the reflection of the neon lights below. 


The Pythia stilled. It had been a long time since he’d seen the palace from this point of view, 
and he wondered why a place he’d lived for over a decade seemed so utterly foreign like this. 


The light changed, and he jolted when the bike started up again. His head was still spinning, 
so he shut his eyes and slumped against Tommy’s back, trying to ignore the nausea crawling 
up this throat. He could practically feel bugs wriggling under his skin, and a cold hand resting 


on the back of his neck, telling him he needed to go back. The wind whispered in his ear, 
warning him that Clara wasn’t going to be happy about this. 


The sky above—although covered in holograms and blocked by towering skyscrapers—still 
seemed far too open for his liking. He could feel Her eyes on him. Her judgement of him. 
Her worry for him. 


When the bike turned a corner, they were bathed in a neon pink glow. Colorful cars and bikes 
sat on all sides of the intersection, the occasional honk or trace of conversation bleeding in 
above the roar of the engines. The Pythia glanced up, his heart skipping a beat when he was 
met with a towering hologram of Clara Herself. Her arms were stretched towards the sky, that 
same unfamiliar face he saw in Her statue tilted back to expose itself to the invisible stars 
above. 


Even though it was just a hologram, the Pythia shrunk down, like he was trying to hide from 
Her gaze. It felt as though if he moved too quickly, or sat up too much, the hologram would 
open Her eyes and point him out for the blasphemy he was committing. 


But of course, it was just a hologram. Her head continued to stare up at the sky, ignoring the 
Pythia as he and his kidnapper were swallowed into the crowd of cars and bikes once again. 


It wasn’t his fault this was happening. He knew that. But the guilt was there. It clawed at his 
insides, twisting in his gut and worming under his skin like an itch he couldn’t scratch. It 
wasn’t his fault, but what if it was? Was there another way he could’ve warned Schlatt to 
make the Emperor believe his warning? Was he too quick to anger? Did he miss an important 
detail in the vision that Clara wanted him to see? 


He didn’t know. He didn’t know, and he knew it was pointless to turn over in his head now, 
because the damage was done. He’d failed, and now he was going to pay the price. 


The drive continued. The palace got further behind them as the skyscrapers got shorter and 
shorter. There were less cars around them now, the lights from the holographic 
advertisements shifting to dimmer tones—using less energy in the poorer parts of the city. 
Shadows danced along the edges of the streets, the Pythia barely catching a glimpse of 
shimmering neon graffiti nestled between two buildings as they raced by. 


Turning down another narrow road, the smell of roasting meat and spices wafted through the 
air. A swell of people were making their way through a night market—makeshift food stands 
lit up with harsh fluorescents and the occasional holographic banner. The stands seemed to 
trail further back into the entrance to the abandoned subway system, and he found himself 
wondering just how large the market was. 


Deja vu blossomed in his chest, cloying and heavy in a way that was wholly unpleasant. He 
remembered going to those types of markets as a child. Darting between hungry patrons and 
running behind the stalls, making a grab for a kebab and sprinting as fast as he could to try 
and outrun the furious cook—desperate times called for desperate measures. 


Clenching his jaw, he forced himself to look away from the market. 


” The past doesn t matter,” the former Pythia had whispered to him, her hands gripping his 
shoulders hard enough to bruise. “You need to look to the future. Only the future. That is 
where Clara can guide you.” 


The streets got darker. Emptier. The palace was no longer visible in the distance, obscured by 
the short, dark buildings that looked as though they were sinking into rot. In a way, that 
almost made it easier to breathe. Not being able to see the place he was supposed to be. 


Tommy turned the bike into a narrow alleyway. Neon gold flashed above an unassuming 
metal door, twisted into a sign that simply made the letter Q. 


The bike stopped with a jolt. Dark spots danced behind the Pythia’s eyes, and he found 
himself starting to tip to the side as soon as Tommy climbed off. Immediately though, 
Tommy grabbed his arms, helping him off the bike without letting him face plant into the 
ground for a second time that evening. 


“I definitely gave you way too much,” Tommy muttered as the Pythia slumped into his side. 


Truthfully, while the tranquilizer was definitely still in effect, the use of his limbs was slowly 
coming back to him. His thoughts were still fogged over, but at the very least he was able to 
stand properly—albeit, with Tommy’s help. 


“Check the dosage next time,” the Pythia shot back, blinking a few times as he tried to 
straighten up. “Prick.” 


“If I ever have to tranquilize you again I’m just gonna knock you the fuck out,” Tommy 
huffed, grunting as he hoisted the duffel bag over his free shoulder, and walked the Pythia 
over to the metal door. “That way I won’t have to listen to your bitching.” 


The Pythia rolled his eyes as he focused on putting one foot in front of the other. “Don’t 
kidnap someone if you don’t want them to complain about it.” 


Ignoring him, Tommy brought his hand up to knock on the metal door four times exactly. 
Then, he shoved his hand in his pocket, and waited. 


One second passed. Then another. 


The knock of the echo rang in the Pythia’s ears. He took a breath to try and steady himself, 
his head already pounding from the effort of standing again. The effect was only worsened by 
the anxiety fluttering in his chest like flapping wings. He didn’t know where he was being 
taken, or what he was going to see on the other side of that door. Worse still, he had no idea 
what the Deathling’s plans for him were. 


Clara was considered the antithesis to Kristin. The Pythia was the mortal vessel for Clara. 
The Deathlings upheld their devotion to Kristin above all else. Considering these facts side 
by side didn’t give him a lot of hope for what was to come. 


After what felt like eons but had likely been less than two minutes, the metal door was 
yanked open with a loud creak. 


“Who goes there?” A voice demanded, only one eye visible through the crack in the door. 


“Charlie, it’s me,” Tommy sighed, already looking exhausted. “Q told you I was coming in 
through the back tonight, remember?” 


“He did, but how do I know you’re who you say you are?” The person on the other side of 
the door—Charlie apparently—pointed out. “You sound like my friend Tommy from 
Downstairs, but how do I know it’s really you?” 


Tommy frowned like he was going to protest, but paused before letting out an even deeper 
sigh. He glanced up and down the alley, before pulling down the black mask covering the 
lower half of his face. Then, he leaned forward, baring his teeth in something only 
reminiscent of a smile. 


Behind the door, Charlie gasped. “Yes! I’d recognize those teeth anywhere!” 


“You could’ve just asked me to take off my mask,” Tommy huffed as the door opened all the 
way. 


“But your skeleton is so great, Tommy from Downstairs! Teeth are the best part of any 
skeleton, except for the bones of course, which I have many of.” 


Without the door in the way, the Pythia could now see that Charlie was a cheerful looking 
man in his late twenties or so, with eyes such an unnatural shade of green, it was impossible 
for them to be anything but cybernetic. Despite this, he wore a pair of thick-rimmed glasses, 
along with a button-down shirt that was glowing a faint shade of green. 


He was standing in what looked like a glorified broom closet. An electrical box was attached 
to the wall, and there were two doors on either wall—one that had gold light creeping out 
from under it, and the other that seemed to have nothing but darkness beyond. 


“No matter how many times you compliment my skeleton, I’m not bringing you any bones 
from the catacombs,” Tommy told him, dragging the Pythia through the doorway. 


Immediately, Charlie’s smile disappeared. “But Tommy! You have so many down there and I 
doubt you’re using all of them.” 


“What the fuck do you even want them for?” Tommy asked, raising an eyebrow. 


Charlie paused, blinking twice. It was only then his gaze flickered towards the Pythia, 
eyebrows furrowing like he hadn’t noticed the half-conscious guy hanging off Tommy’s arm 
till now. 


“Wait, is this-” 
“Yes,” Tommy cut him off. “This is why I came in through the back.” 


The Pythia tensed as Charlie’s eyes widened. Was Charlie a Deathling? He certainly wasn’t 
what he’d been expecting other Deathlings to act like, but if he wasn’t a Deathling, did he 
still know who he was? 


Although Charlie looked like he wanted to ask another question, Tommy was speaking before 
he could. 


“Look, are Phil and Tech back yet?” 
“Oh, yeah, they’re back!” Charlie nodded. “Just got back right before you actually.” 


Grunting as he readjusted the Pythia’s arm around his shoulders, Tommy turned towards the 
door leading into the dark room, giving Charlie a half-hearted wave as he hefted it open. 


“I gotta get down there to talk to them. PII see you later though, yeah?” 


Grinning, Charlie gave them an eager wave goodbye. “See you later, Tommy from 
Downstairs and Tommy from Downstairs’ new friend!” 


“I’m not his friend,” the Pythia muttered. 
And then, the door shut behind them, leaving them in complete darkness. 


“Fuck. You’re still not gonna be good at stairs right now, huh?” Tommy asked, his voice right 
next to the Pythia’s ear. 


“Stairs?” His voice cracked as he tried to figure out where Tommy’s face was in the darkness. 
“You expect me to fucking climb stairs when I can’t see anything?” 


There was a beat of silence. 


“Oh, yeah. Forgot that’d be an issue for you.” Suddenly, there was the sound of rustling as 
Tommy reached to grab something from the bag on his arm. After a few moments, there was 
a soft mechanical whirr, and then- 


Light. 
A bug was giving off light. 


On closer inspection, the bug was robotic. A small, flying machine that couldn’t have been 
larger than the tip of his thumb. A bright bulb was attached to its back, casting everything 
around them in a soft purple glow. 


Now, the Pythia could see they were standing at the top of a staircase. The steps were made 
of cracked stone, and spiraled down into the darkness, going far beyond where the flying 
light couldn’t reach. 


“Where the fuck are you taking me?” The Pythia asked, wondering if it was worth it to try 
and make a break for the door. Maybe Charlie had left the broom closet room they’d entered 
through. If that was the case, he might be able to make it to the door that led out to the alley, 
and he could sprint for the street from there. 


...yeah, that wasn’t gonna work. Although the tranquilizer had started to fade, his limbs were 
still heavy as stones, and it took a ridiculous amount of effort to stay upright even with 


Tommy’s support. If he tried to run, Tommy would grab him in two seconds flat, and he 
really didn’t wanna be slammed into a wall again. 


“To the Underworld,” Tommy answered after a moment, his voice completely flat. 


The Pythia’s eyes widened. Was that metaphorical? It had to be. Unless Tommy was about to 
kill him. But that wouldn’t make sense, why would he- 


Suddenly, Tommy burst into laughter. 


“Holy shit, I’m just fucking with you!” He exclaimed, tilting his head back as laughter shook 
his shoulders. “You should’ve seen your face! You were so scared!” 


Oh. 
“You're a fucking asshole,” the Pythia grumbled, heat rushing to his cheeks. 


“And you’re a prick!” Tommy shot back, flashing him a saccharine smile. “Now let’s go. Phil 
and Techno are gonna be wondering where we are.” 


Then, before the Pythia could argue, Tommy was guiding him into the void. 


The flying light hovered beside Tommy’s head as they made their way down. Each step was a 
fight for the Pythia. His legs were stiff, and his head was pounding with effort. He was 
slumped so heavily against Tommy’s side, he was being carried more than walking himself. 
But Tommy, surprisingly, didn’t complain this time. He took on the Pythia’s weight, grunting 
a few times but never faltering as they spiraled deeper and deeper under the ground. 


The stairwell had already smelled like must when they stepped inside it, but that smell only 
got stronger the further down they went. The air got cooler, making goosebumps rise along 
the back of the Pythia’s neck. Their footsteps echoed against the stone, layering on top of 
each other and making it sound as though there were dozens of people descending the steps 
with them. 


His legs hurt. So did his head. And his arms. The nausea was back, and it was stronger than 
before. His heart was fighting hard against the tranquilizer, thudding in his chest with 
surprising force despite its steady rhythm. 

One step. 

One beat. 

One step. 

One beat. 


One step. 


“I think I’m gonna pass out,” the Pythia forced out as his vision began to blur. 


“We’re almost there,” Tommy said, tightening his arm around his shoulders. “Just a few-” 
suddenly, he cut himself off, his breath hitching. A second passed as Tommy took an extra 
breath himself, before continuing with, “a few more steps and we can sit down for a minute, 
okay?” 


Although he wasn’t sure if he could take another step, he followed Tommy further down. 
They twisted around another curve, his stomach loudly exclaiming its protest, but right as his 
ears began to ring- 


“We’re here,” Tommy said, wasting no time in tugging the Pythia to the ground. 


He grunted as he dropped rather ungracefully onto the last stone stair. Despite the pain in his 
ass though, he breathed a sigh of relief as soon as his weight was off his legs, leaning back 
against the cold steps and letting his eyes flutter shut behind his blindfold. 


His breath rattled in his lungs as he stopped feeling his heartbeat in his chest. The ringing in 
his ears died down, and the nausea slowly crept down until it was nothing but a twinge in the 
back of his throat. 


Minutes passed in silence. The cool air at the bottom of the steps was like a balm against his 
sweat-beaded forehead. And for some reason, the mechanical whirring of the flying light was 
almost a comfort. 


“Are you feeling better now?” Tommy asked after nearly five minutes. 


Blinking open his eyes, he was relieved to see his vision was no longer blurry, and the cracks 
in the stone ceiling were as clear as could be. 


“I don’t feel like I’m gonna pass out, but I wouldn’t say I feel better,” he complained, 
groaning as he sat back upright. 


He expected Tommy to make a quip at that. To tease him or call him a prick again. 
Instead though, 

“Sorry about that,” he said, his voice low. “Hopefully it’ll wear off in the next few hours.” 
The Pythia paused, not expecting Tommy to sound so... genuine. 


“T hope so too,” he muttered, looking away from Tommy to properly see where they were 
now. 


The room they were in was small. Not as small as the broom closet they’d spoken to Charlie 
in, but small enough to tell him that this room wouldn’t be of much use as anything other 
than just a stair landing. 


Everything was made of the same plain, grey stone. The walls, the floor, the steps, all of it. 
While the stairs and walls against them were smooth, the wall opposite the steps was much 
more uneven. It looked like the remains of a rockslide, piled high on top of each other to 
create a wall of jagged stones that could crash down at any moment. 


The flying light buzzed as it moved closer to the rockslide wall. Shadows danced in the 
purple glow, and the Pythia stiffened when it illuminated something nestled between the 
rocks. 


A door. 


A metal door that looked more akin to a vault than anything else was embedded into the 
rocky wall. It was almost invisible unless you looked at it in just the right light, and 
somehow, the Pythia got the strangest feeling that this was it. This was where the Deathlings 
were. 


“You okay to stand?” Tommy asked, pushing to his feet. 


No. He wasn’t. His heart was slamming in his chest again, but for another reason entirely. 
Despite how much time he’d had to accept his fate, it was different now that it was staring 
him in the face. 


When he didn’t respond, Tommy offered him a hand. His cybernetic hand, to be specific. 


Vines and flowers carved into the metal. Shimmering with enchantments in the purple light. 
The sleeve of Tommy’s hoodie had pulled up enough to reveal the place where metal met 
flesh, and now the black wings he’d already known were there were fully exposed. 


The Deathling’s Mark. 


“Please,” the Pythia begged, his voice cracking again as his terror bled through. “I- I don’t 
know what you want with me, but don’t do this.” 


He wasn’t sure why he was begging when he was already this far away from any chance of 
rescue. Still, he couldn’t bring himself to take Tommy’s hand. His arms were locked against 
his sides, while his thoughts raced with fear. 


Tommy blinked, confused for a moment, before something sad settled over his face. 


“No one’s gonna hurt you,” he said, crouching down in front of him. “You don’t need to be 
afraid, Pythia. You’re not in danger here.” 


Yeah right. 
“You're Deathlings,” he pointed out, the wings fluttering in his chest again. 
For some reason, this made Tommy seem even sadder than before. 


“Just-” he paused, glancing back at the door embedded in the rocks. “I have to bring you 
inside, okay? And I really don’t wanna drug you again.” 


There was no choice here. He was going through that door either way. It was just a matter of 
how he wanted to do it. 


While a part of him wanted to be difficult, to tell Tommy to fuck off and fight as hard as he 
could... he was tired. Both emotionally and physically. There was a chill buried deep in his 
bones, smothering any fire he might’ve had left inside of him. Because he’d already lost. And 
now, he was in Kristin’s domain. 


“Okay.” 


Instead of taking the offered hand, he used the wall to push himself up. His vision spun again, 
but after a few moments, the black spots faded and his head stopped screaming. Tommy 
wrapped an arm around his shoulders again, and the two of them stumbled away from the 
stairs and towards the door. 


Up close, he could see that the door was almost completely smooth, without any kind of 
handle to be seen. Tommy ran his cybernetic fingers along the front edge of it, eyes shut as 
they grazed down down down- 


Click! 


Tommy pressed a button barely visible against the metal, and suddenly, an enchantment rune 
lit up over it. There was a quiet humming as the entire door glowed a soft purple, before 
fading again as a voice called out from the other side. 


“Ts that the pizza?!” 
“It’s me!” Tommy shouted back. 


There was a moment of silence, and then the Pythia heard what sounded like a camera lens 
zooming in. He glanced up to the top of the door, certain the noise was coming from there, 
but couldn’t make out exactly where it was. 


“Oh, I see we have a special delivery,” the guy on the other side of the door teased. 


Tommy scowled and flipped the top of the door off. “Open the fucking door, Jack!” 


“Fucking Death below! Fine, no need to get so aggressive!” 

The sound of the camera cut off, and there was a loud rumbling on the other side of the door. 
Tommy stepped back, dragging the Pythia with him, and they both watched the literal vault 
door swing out towards them. 


The door was at least a foot thick, with a rotating wheel on the other side that the door guard 
had opened it with. The guard, Jack, was a slight man who looked to be around the same age 
as Tommy, if not a year or two older. His head was shaved, and his eyes were two different 
colors—one a normal shade of blue, the other glowing red. 


Those weren't the only cybernetics he had though. As Tommy dragged him over the threshold 
of the vault door, the Pythia could see that there were metal panels embedded along the back 
of his head, with one stretching over his red eye and stopping just above his cheekbone. 


That’s all that was visible though. The dark blue sweatshirt with its oversized cowl neck and 
black cargo pants he wore, along with a pair of black gloves, hid any other possible 
prosthetics he might’ve had. It wasn’t often you saw someone with cybernetics as intense as 
the metal in his skull, so it wouldn’t be a surprise if he had more than just that. 


The vault door slammed shut behind them, the resulting thud reminiscent of a gavel damning 
him to hell. 


“Holy shit,” Jack said as he turned back around, eyes falling on the Pythia properly for the 
first time. “Is this them?” 


Nodding, Tommy adjusted his arm again, and the Pythia did his best to straighten up. He was 
still leaning against Tommy, but his break on the stairs had been more helpful than he 
expected. At the very least, there were no more spots dancing across his vision. 


“This is-” again, Tommy cut himself off with a soft gasp, as if he needed to take an extra 
breath. Before the Pythia could question it though, he continued. “This is him. Which is why 
I gotta talk to Phil and Techno right now.” 


Blinking a few times, like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing, Jack nodded as he took a 
step back. “Of course just- I can’t believe it. The Pythia in the flesh.” He paused then, a 
crease forming between his brows when his gaze landed on the blindfold. “You blindfolded 
him?” 


“It’s a long story,” Tommy said, already guiding the Pythia away from the door—and 
subsequently away from Jack. “Ill explain later though!” 


“You better,” Jack called back. “And Phil and Techno are in the adyton!” 
Adyton? 
“Thanks!” 


With that, Tommy led him out of the vestibule and through an archway leading into a larger 
space. 


A much larger space. 


The moment they passed through the archway, the Pythia’s eyes went wide behind his 
blindfold. Towering pillars made of smooth grey stone rose up and up to support a cavernous 
ceiling. Larger versions of the flying light Tommy had hovered near the ceiling, flickering in 
shades of white and purple. The floor was a darker marble that had cracked with age, but still 
gleamed in the reflection of the purple and white light above. 


It wasn’t just the floor that showed signs of age though. Some of the pillars had cracks 
running through them that seemed as though they’d been hastily resealed with some kind of 
shimmering filler. Near the ceiling, the Pythia could just barely make out a few cobwebs 
sitting in the corners between the walls, far too high up for anyone to even hope to clean 
them out. 


His gaze trailed back down, and he noticed in one of the far corners on the ground, there was 
a stack of boxes piled on top of one another. On closer look, he realized they were shipping 
crates, with different company names plastered across the sides. Some of the boxes seemed to 
have been pried open with crowbars, while others were still perfectly sealed. Did they steal 
all of those? 


He continued looking around the space. There were three archways on the three different 
walls in front of him—right, left, and straight ahead—each looking as though they led into 
different spaces entirely. 


Before he could try to figure out which archway Tommy was going to lead him through, his 
eyes fell on another part of the cavernous room, and his breath caught in his throat as he 
realized exactly what this place was. 


There was a statue. One made of smooth grey stone, just like the pillars and walls, and tall 
enough to reach the ceiling as well. It was of a woman wearing a long dress that pooled 
around her feet, the folds in the fabric looking as real as could be despite being carved out of 
rock. Her head was tilted down, something that could almost be a smile gracing her lips. She 
wore a large hat with a brim that just barely dipped over her eyes, although they were still 
visible beneath it. 


However, the most noticeable thing about the statue was her arms. Both were stretched down, 
as if reaching for the much smaller humans walking at her feet. But only one of her arms was 
made of the same grey stone as the rest of the statue. The other arm looked as though it had 
been broken off just above her elbow, and had instead been replaced with a hologram. The 
projection glowed a soft shade of purple, perfectly replicating the stone arm across from it. 


The statue was a beautiful work of art, there was no doubt about that. But the Pythia was 
filled with ice cold fear the moment he laid eyes on it. 


It was so similar to the statues and holograms he’d seen of Clara. Except Clara’s head was 
always tilted up towards the sky, with Her arms stretched above Her head. And She never 
wore a hat. 


Although it was difficult to find depictions of Kristin considering most icons of her had been 
destroyed centuries prior, the few surviving pieces that existed in history books all showed 
the same distinctive feature: a large hat that just barely hid her eyes from view. 


The pillars, the statue, the cracks in the stone showing its age—it all made sense now. 


This was a Death Temple. One of the few that existed before the worship of Kristin was 
deemed too dangerous to allow. He’d read about these when he was still being trained to take 
the former Pythia’s place. Just like they were temples dotted throughout the city dedicated to 
Clara, there had once been temples for Kristin as well. 


“T- I thought these were gone,” the Pythia stuttered, stopping in the middle of the chamber to 
stare at the statue. “All Death Temples were demolished centuries ago.” 


Tommy snorted. “Yeah, well, that’s kind of true. Y’know how the door in here looked kind of 
fucked up? Like a rockslide happened?” The Pythia nodded. “Well, I dunno about other 
temples, but only the entrance was blocked off to this one. The place is pretty much intact 
otherwise.” 


“Holy shit,” the Pythia whispered. 
Falling silent, his eyes slowly trailed up the statue and towards Kristin’s face again. 
A beat passed. Something heavy lodged itself in his throat. 


Then, he ripped his gaze away. He shouldn’t stare at a false idol like that. While he was in 
Kristin’s domain now, the last thing he wanted to do was give her any sort of power over him. 


(Even if he knew simply staring at a statue wasn’t going to do anything, it eased the anxiety 
buzzing under his skin to turn away from it.) 


“Let’s keep moving,” he said, gesturing for Tommy to resume walking. 


Although he could feel Tommy’s frown, he kept his eyes on his shoes, and was relieved when 
they started walking across the chamber again. 


They passed by the statue and the supply crates and through the archway on the other side of 
the room. Immediately, they found themselves in a narrow hallway that would’ve been as 
dark as the stairwell, if it weren’t for more of those flying lights floating around. 


There were dozens of them in the hall—the smaller kind like Tommy had—dquietly buzzing 
around their heads that only solidified his initial comparison of the devices to bugs. The 
lights flew out of the way as they passed through, their soft purple light casting strange 
shadows along the walls. Again, the Pythia tried to keep his eyes on his shoes, but jolted 
when they came to a plain black door. 


Using his free hand, Tommy knocked four times on the door. Then, they waited. 

And waited. 

And waited. 

Until- 

After only a few seconds, the door swung open, and the Pythia’s heart leapt into his throat. 


Even without the boar mask, the bright pink hair and intimidating build was easy enough to 
recognize. Only earlier that night, the Pythia had seen this man hold a gun to Schlatt’s head. 
Now, he was standing a few feet away from him. His face was exposed, revealing cybernetic 
eyes the color of blood that chilled the Pythia to his core. 


“Took ya long enough,” the boar man said. He folded his arms over his chest as he leaned 
against the doorframe, and the Pythia noticed that three of the fingers on his left hand were 
also cybernetic—with the same intricate designs that told him he and Tommy had the same 


engineer. But more distracting however was the fact that the boar man was wearing a short- 
sleeved shirt revealing several dark tattoos he had, including dozens and dozens of eyes 
covering the entire upper half of his right arm. 


It was unsettling to say the least. 


“It would’ve been faster if I hadn’t had to practically carry this guy the whole damn way,” 
Tommy huffed, gesturing to the Pythia. 


The boar man raised an eyebrow. “So you had to use the sedative?” 


“Yeah, and it was way too fucking much,” Tommy said, frowning now. “He nearly passed out 
on the steps down here, so can we come inside so he can sit?” 


Holding his hands up in mock surrender, the boar man stepped back from the doorway, and 
Tommy guided the Pythia inside. 


To the Pythia’s surprise, this ‘adyton’ as Jack had called it mostly just looked like an office. It 
was made of the same stone as the main chamber, with a large slab of black stone acting as a 
desk, and a holo-map hovering on the far left side of the room. Instead of the flying lights, 
electric candles were scattered around the office, flickering between shades of purple and 
white as if they were trying to mimic a real flame. 


On the right side of the room, a small shrine had been set up. A miniature version of Kristin’s 
statue was placed in the center of a shelf carved into the stone wall, pieces of jewelry and 
dried flowers littering the base of it. There were also dark stains at the base of the shrine that 
the Pythia was both tempted to take a closer look at, and wanted to avoid seeing at all costs 
for fear of what they could be. 


Then, of course, there was the man sitting behind the desk. 


Unlike the boar man, it wasn’t as easy to recognize the crow from the ball. However, the 
metal wings he wore were no longer on his back, and instead were stretched across the desk 
in front of him. 


The man himself was far less intimidating than the boar was, at least in appearance. He was 
the shortest man in the room, with a slight frame and narrow shoulders. Blonde hair fell a bit 
past his chin, and pale stubble lined his jaw and cheeks. 


From what the Pythia could see, the crow didn’t have any cybernetics himself. When he and 
Tommy walked in, the crow glanced up, revealing a pair of completely natural pale blue eyes. 
And his arms... well, they certainly weren’t made of metal. 


Like the boar, the crow was also wearing a short-sleeved shirt. But where the boar only had a 
few tattoos on display, both of the crow’s arms were completely covered with different 
designs. Birds, skulls, flowers, stars—it was overwhelming to try and make out each 
individual piece. Even still, the Pythia noticed one tattoo on his left arm of what seemed like 
a moth pinned in place by its wings, and for some reason, it made a shudder run down his 
spine. 


“Fucking Death below,” the crow murmured, straightening up as the door shut behind them. 
“You actually did it.” 


“Sure did,” Tommy quipped, gesturing for the Pythia to sit down in a black stone chair that 
had a single pillow resting on top of it as a cushion. “Just like I said I could.” 


The Pythia was a bit more graceful sitting down this time than he had on the stairs, but his 
legs still screamed in protest at the movement. Once he was settled, Tommy sat down in the 
chair beside him, while the boar moved to stand behind the desk beside the crow. 


“T didn’t doubt you I’m just-” the crow cut himself off, gaze flickering back to the Pythia. 
“It’s really you.” 


Forcing himself to look up, the Pythia tried to shove down the anxiety still buzzing in every 
cell of his body to give the crow the deepest scowl he could muster. 


“Clara will forsake you for this,” he spat out, hoping anger would hide the way his voice was 
shaking. 


The beat passed. The crow blinked, as if he didn’t understand what the Pythia said. 
Then, he burst into laughter. 


“Holy shit, mate-” his face split into a wide grin, arms wrapping around himself as he 
hunched over with the force of his laughter. “I appreciate the concern, but I don’t really 
worry too much about what Clara thinks of me.” 


...Shit. Of course. They’re Deathlings. Why would they care? 


“Fine. Then how does a life sentence in prison sound? Because that’s what all of you are 
gonna get when Schlatt finds me.” 


“Oh come now,” the crow said, the corners of his eyes crinkling up as he smiled at the Pythia, 
“you and I both know Schlatt couldn’t find his dick in the dark, let alone find us here.” 


The Pythia grit his teeth, heart thudding against his ribs as he struggled to keep his frustration 
off his face. Because the crow was right. Schlatt was useless. Maybe the police would have a 
decent chance at finding him, but Schlatt? No. He was going to be no help at all. 


Instead of responding though, he changed the subject. 
“Did you kill him?” The Pythia asked. 


“No, of course not,” the crow scoffed. “Do you know the bounty I’d get on my head for that? 
Pd never be able to go outside again.” 


“Then what happened at the ball after your kid here kidnapped me?” He asked, gesturing to 
Tommy. 


Immediately, Tommy let out a, “hey!” 


The crow ignored his protest. “We just made some threats and said that the city still has time 
to turn around its sins blah blah blah, just shit like that,” he explained, placing his hands on 
the desk. “I’m sure you’ve figured this out by now, but that whole show we gave up there 
was just a distraction so Tommy could get you.” 


“And it worked like a charm,” the boar chimed in, smirking now. 


“So I was your only target then,” the Pythia said, leaning back in his seat. “Fine. Then let’s 
quit the bullshit and cut to the chase. Are you gonna kill me? Is that it? Are you guys trying 
to make a point that you don’t give a shit about Clara?” 


At this, the crow’s sharp smile disappeared. He considered this for a moment, brows 
furrowing as he looked the Pythia up and down. 


“First off, I just realized we never introduced ourselves. I’m Phil, this is Techno, and I’m sure 
Tommy already told you his name,” he said, gesturing to himself and then to the boar. 
“Second off, no, we’re not gonna kill you. And contrary to what you believe, we actually do 
give a shit about Clara. We just have our priorities.” 


“If you cared about Clara in any capacity at all, you wouldn’t dare lay a hand on the Pythia,” 
he snapped, hoping he sounded braver than he felt. 


Phil hummed, looking him up and down again before folding his arms over his chest. “I 
understand you’re upset, and y’know, I’d be pretty pissed too if I got kidnapped. But let me 
just level with you-” he paused, glancing at Tommy before looking back at him. “Wait, sorry, 
what’s your name?” 


Beside him, Tommy tensed, while the Pythia ignored the way the question made his heart 
skip a beat. 


“T don’t have a name.” 
This made both Phil and Techno frown. “What?” 


“According to him, a Pythia’s gotta give up their name,” Tommy cut in, stumping down in his 
chair. “Because they’re a ‘vessel’ or some shit.” 


“The Pythia acts as a vessel for Clara,” he corrected, shooting Tommy a dirty look from the 
corner of his eye. “Therefore, we don’t have a need for names. I’m just the Pythia, and that’s 
all you need to call me.” 


There was a long silence as Phil and Techno shared a look out of the corner of their eyes. The 
Pythia kept his chin up, despite how badly he wanted to shrink down away from their prying 
gazes. 


“Okay, we’re gonna, like, ask for some clarification on that later if you can tell us. But right 
now we have other things to focus on,” Techno said after a minute. ““We’re not going to hurt 
you, and we’re also not trying to take you away from Clara. So if there’s anything you need 
for your prayers or materials for a shrine, we can do our best to provide you with those.” 


At this, the Pythia scoffed. 


“What I need is to be let go,” he shot back, frowning at them. “I perform my duties to Clara 
by advising the Emperor. If I’m unable to do that, I’m unable to serve Her.” 


“I hate to break it to you, but that’s the one thing we can't do for you,” Phil jumped in, 
folding his arms over his chest. “We’re just trying to make this as easy as possible for all of 
us. Tell us how to help you, and we’ll do what we can.” 


“Like I'd ever tell a bunch of heretics about my relationship with Clara,” the Pythia snapped, 
letting his anger wrap around the words. “I’m sure my methods of worship would be wholly 
unfamiliar to you anyway.” 


Pausing, Phil narrowed his eyes. 
“What’re you implying with that, mate?” 


And here was the point where the Pythia knew he should stop. Where any rational person 
would recognize that they were being held hostage by a very dangerous and volatile group, 
and should avoid pissing them off at all costs. 


But when exhaustion mixed with fear and anger, it created a dangerous cocktail. The sedative 
still fogging over his thoughts was just the last kick he needed to let the vitriol spill from his 
lips. 


“Don’t play fucking stupid, Phil. There was a reason the worship of Death was outlawed, and 
it was because you people are goddamn monsters. I mean, blood rituals? Glorifying horrible 
deaths? Human sacrifices?” His lips twisted with disgust as he glared at Phil through the 
blindfold. “You people wouldn’t understand my methods of worship, because I don’t have to 
kill people for my Goddess.” 


Beside him, Tommy made a wounded noise, and the Pythia glanced over to see hurt flash 
over his face. Turning back to Phil, the Pythia then saw that he and Techno’s expressions had 
gone cold. 


“We could’ve been doin’ human sacrifice this whole time and no one told me?” Techno asked 
after a moment, his voice completely deadpan. “Bruh, I’ve wasted so much time. I gotta 
make a hit list.” 


“Well if we’re looking for candidates, I’m sure Clara’s chosen would be a strong starting 
point,” Phil continued, a dangerous smirk spreading over his face. 


The Pythia’s breathing hitched, and Phil’s smile grew. 


“For the record, we don’t perform human sacrifice,” Phil then said, resting his hands on the 
table to lean over the desk. “Also, I don’t know what the fuck you mean by ‘glorifying 
death’. We just view death in a different way than most people do. And as for the blood 
rituals-” he paused, pointing to the shrine sitting against the wall, “sometimes, yeah, I use 
blood as an offering to My Lady. My own blood, to be specific. But also, everyone here has 


their own unique ways of showing their devotion to Lady Death. Blood is just my offer of 
choice, but it’s not a requirement.” 


...huh? 


That wasn’t right. Since the Deathlings had made their resurgence, word had been passed 
around about the terrifying ways they worshipped Kristin. Human sacrifice was the most 
obvious of them all. If a group worshipped Death herself, why wouldn’t they kill for her? It 
only made sense. 


Maybe they were lying. But then why did Tommy seem so horrified by the accusation? Was 
he just a really good actor? 


The Pythia didn’t know. He didn’t know, and that was the most terrifying part of being here. 
Because he didn’t understand what they wanted with him. If they told him he was going to 
die, at least he could start saying his prayers now. But they kept saying they weren’t going to 
hurt him, so why was he here? 


“You never answered my question,” the Pythia pointed out after a moment, trying to wipe the 
fear off his face. “What are your plans for me if you don’t want to kill me?” 


“Honestly? It really wasn’t about you at all,” Techno explained. “You report your visions to 
Schlatt, and Schlatt uses them to guide his decisions for the government. Our goal is to 
cripple the government. To weaken their control. So without you...” He trailed off, making a 
gesture with his hand that asked, do you get it now? 


The Pythia had the most horrible urge to laugh. Because they actually believed that Schlatt 
listened to him. He shouldn’t be surprised. Who would think that the Emperor himself would 
be arrogant enough to ignore the advice of someone who could see the future? 


Schlatt was certainly impressive, but in all the wrong ways. 


Instead of pointing this out though, the Pythia had to force himself to keep quiet. Because he 
was once again reminded that the exchanges between the monarch and the Pythia were 
sacred. 


Besides, even if he explained that his absence wouldn’t cripple the government since Schlatt 
never listened to him anyway, he wasn’t stupid enough to think the Deathlings would just 
take him back. He’d seen too much. Their hideout, their faces—he almost wished that 
Tommy had knocked him out now, because at least then he could claim ignorance and beg to 
go back. But that wasn’t possible anymore. 


The Deathlings would be fools to let him see the light of day ever again. 


The realization settled into his gut like a block of ice. The last sparks of his anger died out, 
and he shrunk back in his chair, fear overriding every cell in his body as the truth was shoved 
in his face. That all hope had been lost the second Tommy showed the Pythia his face. 


“I understand,” he said quietly, the nausea twisting his insides once again. 


Tommy frowned at his sudden meekness, but he purposefully avoided the boy’s questioning 
look, and kept his eyes on the desk. 


“Well, if we’ve answered all your questions for now, and there’s nothing we can do to make 
you more comfortable,” Phil began, the barest hint of sarcasm lining his words, “then I think 
it’s time Tommy escorted you to your room.” 


The Pythia almost huffed at Phil calling it a room instead of a cell, but he shoved the urge 
down and stayed silent. 


A moment passed. And then another. They were waiting for his response, but the Pythia 
didn’t have the energy to give them one. 


“Um, alright then,” Techno cut in when it became clear the Pythia wasn’t going to say 
anything else. “Tommy, go show him where he’s staying. Then come back here after he’s 
secured so we can debrief, got it?” 


“Got it,” Tommy nodded, pushing to his feet. 


Before he could turn to the Pythia, Phil stepped around the desk and towards Tommy. He 
placed a hand on his shoulder, squeezing it lightly before leaning in to whisper something in 
his ear. 


Although the Pythia couldn’t hear what Phil said to him, judging by the blinding smile 
Tommy had on his face when he pulled away told him enough. 


With a quick ruffle of Tommy’s hair, Phil then moved back behind the desk. Techno flashed 
Tommy a small smile too, which Tommy returned full force before turning to face the Pythia 
again. 


“You okay to stand?” Tommy asked, holding a hand out between them. 
The Pythia ignored the hand as he stumbled to his feet. 


A few minutes later, the Pythia found himself walking back into the main chamber of the 
temple with Tommy at his side. Tommy was practically glowing, holding his shoulders far 
straighter than he’d been before. They passed under the statue of Kristin again, and the hairs 
on the back of the Pythia’s neck rose when he felt her gaze on him. 


The Pythia tried to keep a map of the temple in his head, even though he knew any chance of 
escape was unlikely. The hallway that led to the ‘adyton’ (which just seemed like Phil’s 
office) was directly on the opposite side of the entrance Jack had let them through. Now, 
Tommy was leading him to one of the archways on the side walls, which opened up into yet 
another hallway illuminated by those flying lights. 


Someone had gone through with shimmering neon paint and decorated one of the walls with 
an endless array of colorful flowers and spirals. The purple glow from the flying lights 
glinted off the paint, making the spirals almost seem as though they were moving when the 
lights bobbed up and down. 


The other wall was much less entrancing. It was plain, save for the rows of wooden doors 
embedded into the stone in uniform order. There were no numbers on the doors or name 
plates, but like the paint on the opposite wall, there were small designs painted over the wood 
—presumably to differentiate whose room was whose. 


They passed by a door that had a childish doodle of a cow painted on it. Then, the door right 
beside it was blank, and that was the one Tommy stopped in front of. 


There was a keypad sitting above the door handle, and Tommy typed in a passcode too fast 
for the Pythia to see, before there was the electronic whir of the door unlocking. Then, he 
pushed it open, and gestured for the Pythia to walk inside. 


The room itself was... not as bad as the Pythia expected it to be. Although he’d scoffed at 
Phil for not calling it a cell, when he actually looked at the space, the word ‘prison cell’ isn’t 
what came to his mind either, despite the fact that that’s exactly what it was. 


It wasn’t large by any means—his bathroom at the palace alone was probably bigger than the 
entire space. But it wasn’t cramped at the very least. In the far left corner, there was a thin 
mattress on the floor, piled high with brightly-colored blankets that looked as though they’d 
been crocheted by hand instead of machine-woven. There were also several multi-colored 
pillows stacked on top of one another, making the thin mattress look far more comfortable 
than the Pythia would expect it to be. 


Across from the mattress, there was a small dresser pressed against the wall. It was covered 
in a thick layer of dust, and looked like it was ready to fall apart at the slightest touch. There 
were two doors on either wall of the room. One was cracked open, revealing a small 
bathroom. The other was firmly shut, giving no hints to what lay beyond. 


“This is it,” Tommy said, stepping into the middle of the room and spreading his arms wide. 
“I’m sure it’s a little disappointing since you’re coming from the palace and all, but it’s the 
best you’re gonna get.” 


“T’ve slept in worse places,” the Pythia muttered, thinking back to a childhood spent sleeping 
under dumpsters to try and avoid the rain. 


Tommy frowned, opening his mouth like he was going to ask what he meant by that. But 
something in the Pythia’s face must’ ve made him change his mind, because after a beat, he 
shut his mouth again. 


The Pythia walked over to the makeshift bed, bending down to run his hands over the 
blankets. They were soft. A little misshapen, but soft nonetheless. 


Then, he glanced over his shoulder at the other door in the room. “Where does that go?” 


Tommy’s eyes widened. “Oh yeah! That door leads to my room,” he explained, holding the 
thumb of his non-prosthetic hand on a scanner next to it. There was another unlocking sound, 
and Tommy opened the door with a grand flourish. “It’s so I can get to you quickly if you try 
to escape or something.” 


A shudder ran down the Pythia’s spine realizing that Tommy could enter his room anytime he 
wanted. It was a reminder of what he’d known walking in here. That no matter how nicely it 
was dressed up, he was a prisoner here. 


An awkward silence hung in the air, wrapping around the Pythia’s throat and settling heavily 
on his shoulders. He risked a glance at Tommy, and noticed the boy also seemed at a loss for 
what to do next. Shifting from foot to foot, Tommy kept looking between the Pythia and the 
door to his room, like a child waiting to be told they could go back to their room. 


Well, in a way, that wasn’t that far off. Even if being eighteen made him an adult in the eyes 
of the law, he was still very much a child, and something in the Pythia’s chest ached as he 
wondered how someone as young as Tommy could’ve gotten sucked into the Deathlings. 


“So, like, do you have any questions or can I go?” Tommy asked after nearly two minutes of 
dead air between them. 


“You’re the one in charge here. Not me,” the Pythia pointed out, trying to sound harsh, but 
just coming off as tired instead. 


Tommy’s brows furrowed again as he considered the Pythia’s words. Then, he gestured to the 
bed the Pythia was crouched in front of. “There’s a pitcher of water and a cup there, but if 
you need more just knock on this door to let me know.” 


Looking down, the Pythia blinked when he noticed a dark red pitcher and matching cup 
settled on the floor next to the mattress. “Oh. Thanks.” 


Nodding, Tommy stepped into the doorway leading to his own room, but paused again. 
“We’re not monsters, you know,” he said, looking over his shoulder at the Pythia. 


The Pythia thought back to the hurt on Tommy’s face during his conversation with Phil, and 
even though he shouldn’t have sympathy for the person who kidnapped him, something that 
could almost be considered guilt panged in his chest. 


Then, without waiting for a response, Tommy turned and walked into his room, letting the 
door slam shut behind him. 


And just like that, the Pythia was alone. 
And just like that, the nightmare was over. 
Or maybe it was just beginning. 


As soon as the door was shut, the Pythia jumped to his feet and began to search around the 
room for any way to escape. Obviously the doors were locked, and of course there were no 
windows this far underground. The stone walls and floor made it impossible to try and figure 
out where the pipes in the bathroom led, and there was no convenient trapdoor under his bed. 


Still, he searched every nook and cranny in the room. Although he was afraid to touch the 
dresser because of how delicate it seemed, he opened it anyway, and was disappointed to find 


little more than cobwebs inside. 


There was no point in this. He was well-aware of that. Escaping his room was one thing, but 
escaping the temple was another beast entirely. But now that most of the fog had cleared from 
his mind, his anxiety had returned full-force. It itched under his skin and twisted his stomach, 
demanding he pay full attention to it despite the fact that there was nothing he could do to 
assuage his fears. 


At a certain point though, he forced himself to stop searching for escape routes. He took off 
the blindfold, his temples throbbing at having to see through the enchantments for so long. 
Then, he walked into the bathroom, and turned on the sink to splash some water on his face. 


The water was warm. 


This made him pause, because he’d clearly turned on the faucet in the direction of ‘C’ and 
not ‘H’. But even when he turned it fully to the ‘C’ side, the water was still more than 
lukewarm as it ran over his hands. Strange. 


There was no mirror in the bathroom, and that was something he was strangely grateful for. 
He could only imagine how terrible he looked right now. The water stung the cuts on his face, 
and he was sure he had dirt smeared across his nose. He could feel bits of gravel stuck in his 
hair, staying there even when he ran his fingers through the curls to try and get it out. There 
was probably a bruise on his cheek too from all the times Tommy had slammed him into the 
wall. 


As he attempted to wash his face as best he could, he found his eyes falling to his hands more 
than once. His knuckles were bright red, his palms covered in small cuts from his fall against 
the asphalt. For some reason, the sight of blood on his hands made him pause. And it took 
him a moment to realize why. 


He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen his hands stained with dirt or blood. 


As a child, his hands were never clean. His fingers had been dotted with callouses while there 
was always dirt stuck under his nails. There’d been a large scar across his palm from the time 
he’d gone dumpster diving and sliced it open on a broken bottle. It was an ugly thing—ropey 
and white as a result of its struggle to heal. 


The Pythia’s eyes lingered on his smooth, unscarred palms. When he’d first arrived at the 
palace, the healers had kept him in the infirmary for an entire day, using their disinfectant 
sprays and smoothing creams to scrub away the rough edges of his past. That included his 
scars. 


Suddenly, he was yanked out of his thoughts by the distant sound of a door opening. He ran 
out of the bathroom, figuring out that the noise had come from Tommy’s room, and realized 
he must be back from his meeting with Phil and Techno. 


Falling to his knees, he pressed his ear against the door connecting their rooms, and tried to 
see if he could figure out what he was doing. 


The door was thick, so the noises he heard were faint. He could hear footsteps followed by a 
loud groan, before there was a faint thud! Like Tommy had just collapsed on his bed in a 
heap. 


For a moment, there was silence. He was about to move away from the door since it was 
clear Tommy was alone, but froze when he heard Tommy’s muffled voice suddenly ring out. 


He was speaking. The words themselves were impossible to make out, but he could at least 
recognize the tones of Tommy’s voice. 


Then, he made out two single words. 
’Kristin-” and “Duty. ”” 
Praying. Tommy had to be praying. 


The heaviness was back on his shoulders. He moved away from the door, heart pounding in 
his chest as he crawled towards his own bed. Despite the fact that it wasn’t that cold in the 
temple, a chill had settled deep inside of him, and he buried himself under all the knit 
blankets as he turned off the electric candle sitting near his bed. 


The room was plunged into darkness. Before the Pythia could close his eyes though, his gaze 
flickered up to the ceiling, and he froze. 


There’d been one detail about his cell he hadn’t noticed till now. And it was that the ceiling 
was covered in more of those designs that lined the walls outside. 


Shimmering yellows and pinks streaked across the stone ceiling, swirling into and around 
each other like two living things. The paint glowed faintly in the dark, emphasizing the small 
dots scattered around the swirls that were both like stars and not at the same time. 


It was beautiful. 
It was so completely and horribly unfamiliar. 


“Clara,” he whispered into the darkness, eyes transfixed on the paintings above him, “I need 
your Guidance. Desperately.” 


He paused, as if he was waiting for a response. But he knew better than that. 


“Just- send me a vision telling me how to get out of here. Or if I need to just wait it out. 
Because I- I can do that,” he continued, his voice cracking. “I can wait if that’s what you 
want. I’ll push through whatever they do to me. Just give me some idea of what’s going to 
happen.” 


His eyes were burning again. The shimmering swirls started to blur, and he turned to bury his 
face in a pillow instead. 


Hear my prayer, Clara, he pleaded in his mind. 7 know this is Kristin 5 domain but just- listen 
for me. Please. 


His ears rang in the resulting silence. 
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The Pythia woke up to the sound of a fist rapping against metal. 


When the Pythia’s eyes opened, there was a brief moment where he didn’t remember the 
events of the night before. His vision was blurred, and he could just make out swirls of color 
on the ceiling above his head. The inside of his skull felt as though it had been stuffed with 
cotton, and there was a rancid taste inside his mouth. 


He blinked, the ceiling slowly coming into focus. The knocking on the door continued to 
echo through the room, and the memories began to trickle to the forefront of his thoughts. 


The ball. Schlatt ignoring his warning. A needle being jabbed into his neck. 
Tommy. The Deathlings. The Temple. 


It all came back in flashes. His body felt like lead as he forced himself to sit up, his head 
throbbing with the remnants of the tranquilizer. He twisted his fingers into the blankets 
pooled over his legs, and took a breath to try and steady himself. 


“Hello?” Tommy’s voice was muffled through the door. “You awake yet?!” 


The Pythia nearly jumped out of his skin at the reminder of the person behind his door. His 
heart slammed against his ribs, hands shaking as he wrapped his arms around himself. Fuck. 
Right. This was a Death Temple. He was deep beneath the earth in Kristin’s domain, and had 
no idea if Clara could even see him. 


Great thing to wake up to. 


“T’m up!” He shouted back. His voice was hoarse from sleep, which thankfully covered up 
the way it wavered so Tommy couldn’t hear it. 


Immediately, the shared door between their rooms began to open, and the Pythia yelped as he 
slapped his hands over his eyes. 


“My blindfold’s not on!” 
He heard the screeching door stop. 
“Shit, almost forgot. P11 keep my eyes on the ground while you put it on.” 


While the Pythia couldn’t understand why Tommy didn’t seem more afraid of the fact that he 
could literally curse him with his eyes, he sighed and nodded. 


Carefully, he blinked open his eyes again, and saw Tommy standing in the doorway with his 
head tilted towards the ground. To his surprise, the boy didn’t seem worried about the 
imminent danger he was technically in. Although he couldn’t see his face from this angle, his 
shoulders were slumped, and he was tapping his foot idly, like this was more of an 
inconvenience than anything else. 


Looking down beside the mattress he’d slept on, he saw his blindfold folded neatly next to 
the water pitcher just as he’d left it. He lifted it to tie it on, but glanced up at Tommy again, 
and hesitated. 


Although the enchantments on the blindfold were as precise as could be, they weren’t perfect. 
There was still a subtle blur over the world around him every time he put it on. A shimmer 
almost. Something you didn’t notice at first, but slowly became aware of the more often you 
had to see through it. 


One of the strictest rules in the palace was that the Pythia had to have their eyes covered 
whenever someone else was in the room. The only exception to this was the day his head was 
first measured for his blindfolds to be sewn. 


Although he swore to keep his eyes shut, the elderly tailor’s hands trembled as he wrapped 
the measuring tape around his face, and he could practically hear the man’s heart racing in his 
chest from how panicked he was. 


As the Pythia stared at Tommy, the more the realization sunk in. This was his first time 
actually seeing another human being without the blur of magic in... many years. 


“You done yet?” Tommy asked after a moment, startling the Pythia out of his thoughts. 


The Pythia stiffened and forced himself to turn away. “Uh, sorry, one second.” He ignored the 
ache in his chest as he tied the blindfold around his head, having to bite back a sigh when the 
blur was cast over his eyes once more. With a quick twist, the knot was secure, and the 
moment was over as quickly as it happened. 


“Okay, I’m good.” 


Tommy lifted his head, not a single ounce of fear in his eyes as his gaze fell on the Pythia. 
“You look like shit.” 


For a moment, the Pythia could only stare. 


“That tends to happen when you get a face full of asphalt because your kidnapper didn’t tell 
you how to land,” he shot back after a moment. 


Tommy winced at the reminder. “Yeah, uh, sorry again about that.” He paused, frowning as 
he looked the Pythia up and down. “I was gonna get you a change of clothes, but you 
probably wanna wash all that dirt off of you, right?” 


Now that Tommy mentioned it, the Pythia realized he’d slept in his clothes from the night 
before. That included the stained remains of the traditional Pythia garb, along with the 
windbreaker Tommy had made him wear on the motorcycle. Without the tranquilizer slowing 
his thoughts, he noticed the way the fabric clung to the sweat and dirt on his skin, and cringed 
at how disgusting he felt. 


“T’d appreciate a shower.” 


At this, Tommy snorted. “Dunno if I can get you a shower, but it’ll be close enough.” It was 
then the Pythia noticed a black bag he had slung over his shoulder, which he swung to his 
front to unzip. He pulled out a bundle of fabric and walked over to where the Pythia was still 
sitting on his mattress, handing him a set of folded clothes. “Those should fit, I think.” 


The Pythia glanced between the clothes and Tommy. “Are they yours?” 


“No. My clothes would probably be too short on you,” Tommy huffed, obviously annoyed at 
the fact that the Pythia was taller than him. “There’s only, like, two people here that are as tall 
as you, but one of those people is Techno and he actually has muscle which you don’t-” 


“Gee thanks,” the Pythia deadpanned. 


“So I borrowed some from my other friend. He’s stupidly tall and lanky like you,” Tommy 
continued, ignoring his interruption. “If they still don’t fit though, Pll talk to Phil and we’ll 
see what we can do.” 


Although the Pythia wasn’t sure what else they would do if the clothes didn’t fit, he decided 
he didn’t want to ask. Instead, he got to his feet, and followed Tommy to the door that led to 
the hallway. 


After using another finger scanner to unlock the door, Tommy guided him out into the 
hallway with the painted walls once again. They turned down the hall towards the entrance 
that led to the main room of the temple, but when the Pythia expected Tommy to turn, he just 
kept walking past it. They continued past rows of doors, and he noticed there was less paint 
on these parts of the walls. The hall also seemed to be growing darker as well, and by the 
time they reached the end of it, there was only a tiny bit of light for the Pythia to see by. 


It was then the Pythia noticed the sound of rushing water. Babbling like a myriad of voices 
layered on top of one another, the water seemed to be running through a single room at the 
end of the hallway that had a fabric curtain hung over the entrance. 


“Hello!” Tommy shouted through the curtain. “Anyone in there?!” 


A few moments passed. The voices in the water continued to babble to one another, but no 
real words entered the mix. 


“Thank fuck,” Tommy muttered as he turned back to the Pythia. “This is what we call the 
bathhouse. Because we’re really far below the surface right now, there’s a natural 
underground river that runs alongside the temple. This part of the temple actually opens up 
into a cave where the river splits in half—the larger part continues to run deeper 
underground, while the smaller part pools into a basin that Phil says the original Deathlings 
carved out a long time ago. The water is still moving so it’s clean, but it’s a lot slower than 
the river so you’re not gonna get, like, swept away or something.” 


Frowning, the Pythia pulled back the curtain hung over the entrance, and was hit in the face 
with a wall of steam. He blinked a few times to try and clear it, but then realized that the 
room itself was pitch black. 


“I can’t see shit in there,” he said, turning back to Tommy. 


“Yeah, duh, it’s a giant fucking bathtub. There used to be a shit ton of Deathlings who lived 
down here, so they’d just memorize the layout of the room in the dark, like we did with the 
stairs that lead down to the temple. That way multiple people could use the bathhouse at once 
without, y’know,” Tommy paused, his eyes growing comically wide, “peepin’ the horrors and 
all that.” 


The Pythia stared at him blankly for a moment. 
“What?” 


“Aw c’mon, man! So you don’t gotta see another dude’s dick or something!” Tommy 
explained. “Anyway, it doesn’t really matter these days because there are only a few of us 
living here, so we can just take turns. But it’s not hard to navigate in there so we keep it dark 


anyway.” 


Oh. Well, the Pythia supposed that made sense. Still, the pitch black darkness with gurgling 
voices emanating from within was more than a bit terrifying to stand in front of, let alone 
actually walk into. 


“So you just want me to... go bathe in there?” The Pythia asked, wrapping his arms tighter 
around the clothes Tommy gave him. 


“Yup!” Tommy dug into his bag again, pulling out a few colorful bottles and shoving them 
into his hands along with a thin towel. “Go nuts with that. I’1l wait out here till you’re done.” 


In the dim light of the hall, the Pythia could make out that the bottles were shampoo, 
conditioner, and body wash. He took note of their sizes, trying to memorize them so he’d be 
able to figure out which was which in the dark. 


Looking up again, the Pythia stared into the void, and the void gurgled back. 


It was difficult to keep himself from imagining what could be lurking in there. If he went off 
the rumors about the Deathlings, he’d imagine corpses strung along the walls, or blood 
soaking the water running through the basin. But that was almost cartoonish in how ‘evil’ it 
was. 


Instead, his mind echoed what Tommy had told him the night before, when they’d begun 
their descent down the steps into the temple. 


”To the Underworld,” Tommy had said when the Pythia had asked where they were going. 


It was a joke. Something meant to fuck with him. But right now, staring into the kind of 
darkness so complete, it looked as though it held physical weight, the Pythia couldn’t help 
but think that Tommy’s joke was more real than he led on. 


After another second though, he grit his teeth, and forced himself inside. 


The steam only got thicker once the curtain fell shut behind him. Darkness swallowed him 
whole, the water vapor rising from the stream curling around his face and making beads of 
sweat form along his brow. He picked his way across the rocks with agonizing slowness, the 
stone smooth and warm under his hands as he crawled towards the source of the gurgling 
noises. 


When his fingers hit the edge of the water, he almost jumped back in surprise. Instead 
though, he pushed up his sleeve and lowered his arm further in, feeling the rock beneath and 
noticing how it sloped downwards. 


Pulling back, he patted the rocks around him, finding a dry spot to keep his clothes and towel. 
Then, he took off his shoes, followed by the windbreaker Tommy had told him to wear the 
night before. He set those aside and reached for the blindfold tied behind his head, but paused 
as a realization occurred to him. 


It was pitch black in this cave. As far as he was aware, in order for the curse to go into effect, 
someone had to actually see his eyes directly. If his face was shrouded in darkness, then it 
didn’t count. 


For some reason, a weight lifted off his shoulders at that. Knowing he could take his 
blindfold off here, and even if someone walked inside, they wouldn’t immediately be doomed 
to an early death. 


He set the blindfold underneath the towels to ensure it stayed dry. Then, he took off the rest 
of his clothes, before setting the bottles near the edge of the water so they’d easily be within 
reach. Then, he waded in. 


The water was warm. It wasn’t painful, but it was just on the edge between relaxing and 
uncomfortable. In the back of his head, he realized that this must’ve been why the water in 
his bathroom was lukewarm. If they got it from this underground river, there really wasn’t 
much they could do to cool it down. 


The current kept the water moving past him, but never with more than a gentle push. The 
steam continued to curl up and around his face, and despite the fact that it was dark already, 
he found his eyes fluttering shut, letting some of the tension leak out of his shoulders for the 
first time since he woke up from his vision the day before. 


...fuck, was it really only the day before that he woke up from the vision about the ball? It 
felt like eons had passed since his argument with Schlatt, but it had barely even been twenty- 
four hours. 


So much had changed in such little time. Here he was, swallowed by liquid darkness, so far 
beneath the earth not even his Goddess could see him anymore. He was being cradled by the 
hand of Death, and despite the warm water rushing around him, her embrace was freezing 
cold. 


After spending a few minutes with his eyes shut, drifting into the darkness, he forced himself 
to stand upright and blindly feel for the soap bottles he left on the rocks near the edge of the 
water. He played the guessing game of figuring out which bottle was which, and tried not to 
linger as he washed the lingering dirt and sweat off, ignoring how it felt like he was 
scrubbing the last remnants of the palace off of him. The scratches on his cheeks and hands 
stung when the soap hit them, but he grit his teeth and kept going, knowing he needed to get 
the dirt out one way or another. 


When he emerged from the basin, he didn’t feel any better about his situation, but at least he 
was clean. 


The clothes Tommy had given him were surprisingly soft. That was the first thing he noticed 
as he pulled them on. Black joggers and a long-sleeved yellow shirt, with a hand knit yellow 
sweater pulled over top. The sweater itself was unique because it clearly was designed for 
appearance, not warmth. The threads were so far apart, it was more like wearing a net than an 
actual item of clothing. Along with that, the pattern of the stitching over the chest of the 
sweater reminded him of a spider’s web, and he almost laughed at how fitting it was. Here he 
was, caught in the web of Death, wrapped up in silk and just waiting for one of the spiders to 
come eat him. 


After tying the blindfold around his head again, wet hair clinging uncomfortably to the fabric, 
he carefully made his way back to the entrance of the bathhouse. His old clothes were balled 
up in his arms, the torn, gauzy fabric shimmering even in the dull light filtering in through 
the hallway. 


The clothes Tommy had given him were soft, but nothing compared to the silk and cashmere 
that used to adorn his wardrobe. They were soft, but they were simple. They were soft, but 
they were so different from anything he’d worn since he first became the Pythia. 


For some reason, he liked the clothes. More than most of the things he had in his wardrobe 
back at the palace. 


He shook his head to rid himself of that thought as soon as it popped up. 


“Took you long enough,” Tommy huffed as he emerged from the bathhouse. “Almost thought 
you drowned in there.” 


“Wouldn’t give you Deathlings or your goddess the satisfaction,” he shot back, wincing when 
the heel of his shoe rubbed against his ankle. 


Tommy noticed his discomfort, and reached into his bag again, grunting as he struggled to 
yank out a pair of leather boots. “Almost forgot to give you these. I have no clue if they’re 
gonna fit you, but if not we'll just get you another pair in your size soon.” 


Unlike the Pythia shoes—which were thin and already damaged from the events of the night 
before—these boots were sturdy. Obviously worn-in, but meant to last a long time, with only 
a few scuffs showing their age. 


He pushed his shoes off, taking the offered boots and slipped them on his feet. There was a 
lot of extra space, and he frowned again. 


“They’re a little big.” 


Nodding, Tommy tossed him an extra pair of thick socks. “Just put those over the socks you 
got on. It should help.” 


After doing as he said, the Pythia was frustrated to find that Tommy was right. The shoes fit 
almost perfectly with the extra socks, although he was sure his feet were going to get 
uncomfortably sweaty if he had to do nearly as much walking and stair climbing as he did the 
day prior. 


With the shoes settled, Tommy led him back to his room, where they deposited his old 
clothes and shoes in the far corner by the creaking dresser. They didn’t linger there though. 
As soon as they’d ditched his old stuff, Tommy was dragging him back into the hall, and this 
time they made their way into the main chamber of the temple once again. 


It looked exactly the same as it had the night before. The hologram arm on Kristin’s statue 
rippled with small flickers here and there, the floating lights high above their heads slowly 
bobbed up and down, and the whole place smelled of dust and spices. 


“Where are we going now?” The Pythia asked, wrapping his arms around himself. 
“I dunno about you, but I’m fucking starving. And since I’m the one that’s gotta keep an eye 
on you, I figured I might as well bring you with,” Tommy told him with an extra bounce in 


his step. 


The Pythia narrowed his eyes. “Keep an eye on me? What are you, my babysitter?” 


Tommy snorted. “Your kidnapper, actually.” 
Well, he wasn’t wrong there. 


This time, Tommy led him straight across the main room and into the only other archway he 
hadn’t been through yet. Immediately, the space opened up into a chamber that was much 
smaller than the one they’d just walked in from, but was still decently-sized nonetheless. 


There was another hallway branching off to both the left and right, but the Pythia’s attention 
was focused on the space in front of them. Like the rest of the temple, the walls and floor 
were made of the same flat, grey stone. There was little furniture, save for an old rug spread 
over the floor. There were several black doors embedded in the walls, each one firmly shut 
without any hint of what sat beyond them. 


But really, the Pythia didn’t notice any of this. Because he was too busy staring at the stars. 


They weren’t real stars, that much was obvious. The constellations painted on the ceiling 
weren’t any that the Pythia recognized, and he’d had a fascination with astronomy for a short 
while, so he knew most constellations from pictures held in the books of the palace library. 


Even still though, the false sky was beautiful. The stone itself was painted such a deep shade 
of blue, it should’ve been black, but had just enough depth to tell the viewer that it wasn’t. 
White stars were dotted across the canvas, made with a paint that shimmered in a way that 
was subtle enough that it made each one twinkle. Just like real stars. 


“It’s pretty amazing, right?” Tommy asked after a few moments of silence. 


“It’s... It’s something,” the Pythia admitted, too awed to even come up with a sharp retort for 
Tommy. “Whoever painted it is very talented.” 


“I mean, most of the paint you see on the walls and shit was done by us,” Tommy said, his 

shoulder brushing against the Pythia’s as he craned his neck up to look at the ceiling. “But 

this one was already here when Phil first found this place. We cleaned it up a bit and added 
some paint where it chipped off, but it’s mostly original.” 


So one Deathling hundreds of years ago painted the night sky when they were too deep 
beneath the ground to see it themselves. For some reason, the realization that even Deathlings 
wanted to see the stars made his chest ache. 


After another moment of staring at the ceiling, Tommy led him down one of the hallways, 
more floating lights buzzing around their heads. Voices began to echo off the walls, a brighter 
light streaking across the walls as they got closer to the end of the hallway. And then, the 
space opened up once again. 


This new cavern was almost as large as the main chamber of the temple itself. High ceilings 
were lit up by a mix of floating lights and string lights. The strings were stretched across the 
arched gaps, twinkling white while the floating orbs flickered between shades of pale purple. 


Near the back of the cavern, there was a row of tables and appliances that reminded the 
Pythia of a kitchen. The rest of the space was filled with three things: rugs, food, and people. 


Soft, hand-woven rugs were scattered across the stone floors. Chattering voices bounced off 
the walls, numerous Deathlings sitting on the rugs with platters of food piled high in front of 
them. There weren’t as many Deathlings as the Pythia expected to see, but then again, this 
might not be everyone. 


Jack was sitting on a rug with a pink-haired girl, the two dipping what looked like bread rolls 
into various sauces spread on a metal platter between them. There was a man with green hair 
sitting by himself, looking half-asleep as he tore chunks of bread off and ate them with what 
looked like overcooked bacon. In the makeshift kitchen towards the back, the Pythia could 
also see Techno flipping something in a skillet, and was surprised to learn that someone so 
high up in the Deathlings hierarchy seemed to also be the resident cook. 


“Welcome to the cafeteria,” Tommy said, making a grand sweeping gesture over the room 
with his arm. “You got any dietary restrictions?” 


The Pythia blinked. “What?” 


“Like, do you eat meat? You allergic to anything? It’d be kind of shit if I fed you something 
and you just fucking keeled over because it had, like, peanuts in it or something.” 


“Um, no, I don’t have any restrictions,” the Pythia answered, eyeing the meat the green- 
haired man was eating with furrowed brows. 


Tommy nodded. “Cool. Ill go get-” 
“Tommy!” 


He was cut off by an unfamiliar voice calling his name, and both he and the Pythia looked 
over to the far side of the room to see three people sitting on a rug aggressively waving at 
him. Immediately, Tommy’s eyes lit up, and he grabbed the Pythia's wrist to drag him over to 
the group. 


“Oh thank fuck you’re here. Did you guys get some artbake before it was gone?” Tommy 
asked as soon as they were standing in front of the group. 


“Obviously we-” the Deathling boy who called them over cut himself off the minute his eyes 
landed on the Pythia, and the Pythia found himself shrinking back as two more pairs of eyes 
quickly followed. 


“Holy fuck, it’s the Pythia,” another Deathling next to the boy whispered. 


“Uh, yeah, don’t be fucking weird, guys,” Tommy quickly told them, sitting down on the rug 
and tugging the Pythia down with him. “This is the Pythia.” 


Anxiety buzzed under the Pythia’s skin as the boy who waved them over leaned in close. 
“Fucking Death below, man. You’re not what I expected at all!” 


The boy seemed to be around the same age as Tommy, with his right eye glowing neon 
yellow, and his left eye remaining a natural shade of blue. It looked as though at one point his 
hair had been bleached, but now only the tips remained fried blonde, while his dark brown 
roots had grown out. Along with that, his right cheek was marred by ropey burn scars that 
trailed down his jaw and under the green windbreaker he was bundled up in. 


“Let me guess, you were expecting an old woman who spoke in riddles?” The Pythia 
deadpanned, having heard this far too many times before. 


“Hey, I might’ve been expecting an old man. The Deathlings are all for gender equality,” the 
boy shot back, smirking now as he leaned back to his original sitting position. 


“Tubbo, shut the fuck up,” the Deathling beside him cut in, elbowing him in the side before 
flashing the Pythia a bright smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Pythia. My name’s Aimsey. I 
hope Tommy hasn’t been too maddening to be around so far.” 


Aimsey was obviously shorter than everyone else in the group, even sitting down. Dark 
brown hair fell a bit past their shoulders, a black beanie pulled down just above their 
eyebrows. Unlike Tubbo, both of their eyes were a plain shade of organic brown, though he 
could see two of the fingers on their right hand were made of the same purple metal as 
Tommy’s prosthetic. 


“Excuse you! I’ve been a very nice kidnapper so far!” Tommy argued, scowling at them. 
The Pythia huffed. “Tell that to the cuts on my face.” 

“Okay, that wasn’t my fault and you know it.” 

“You shoving my face against a stone wall wasn’t your fault?” 


“I didn’t know that stupid fucking veil you were wearing was cutting into your face like 
that-” 


“Tommy, please don’t get on Clara’s bad side,” the third person in the group said tiredly, 
cutting Tommy off. 


The Pythia stiffened when his eyes fell on this last Deathling’s face. Because while Tubbo 
and Aimsey seemed to have a few cybernetics each, neither one had very obvious ones. This 
person however... his cybernetics were unlike anything the Pythia had ever seen. 


The first thing he noticed was the Deathling’s eyes. Both were obviously cybernetic, with one 
being a bright shade of green, the other looking the same shade of crimson as Techno’s. His 
right hand was completely prosthetic like Tommy’s, and from the line he could see under the 
seam of his shirt, the metal went all the way up past his shoulder. The right leg of his pants 
was tugged slightly up as well just from how he was sitting, revealing more of that purple 
metal in place of his calf. 


His face was the most jarring part though. 


It was almost like a net of black wires stretched under the right side of his face. They bulged 
like veins, warping the skin around his cheek, jaw, and forehead in a way that was painful to 
even look at. The wires trailed down his jaw and onto his neck, meeting up with the metal 
that stretched past his shoulder. 


While it was sometimes difficult to tell if certain enhancements—like cybernetic eyes or 
limbs—had been done out of necessity or for mechanical benefits, it was easy to tell when 
certain cybernetics had been installed for survival more than anything else. A wire mesh net 
like was definitely the sort of thing no one would get unless there was no other choice, and 
the Pythia didn’t want to think about what sort of accident could make a procedure like that 
necessary. 


“Pythia? You there?” 
The Pythia blinked back into awareness when Tommy waved a hand in front of his face. 
“Yeah, I’m here,” he huffed, quickly looking back at his kidnapper. 


“Well, as I was saying, that’s Ranboo. He’s the guy you got your clothes from,” Tommy 
explained, pointing to the Deathling with the fucked up cybernetics. 


Turning back to meet Ranboo’s eyes, the Pythia realized that even sitting down, Ranboo was 
tall. Possibly even taller than himself. Black hair almost fell to his shoulders, but there was so 
much white streaked through it, it almost made it seem grey if you weren’t looking at it 
directly. Despite that, he could tell that Ranboo was probably around the same age as Tubbo 
and Tommy, while Aimsey seemed a few years older. 


“I hope they fit alright,” Ranboo said when the Pythia looked back at him, giving him a small 
smile. 


The Pythia glanced down at his sweater, absently pulling at some of the threads. “Better than 
anything else I could get here, I guess.” 


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Tubbo asked, pushing a platter of the stuff that looked like 
overcooked bacon towards him and Tommy. “Also, do you want some artbake? It’s a bit cold, 
but still good.” 


Artbake. It’d been years since the Pythia had heard that term. It was shorthand for ‘artificial 
bacon’, a type of synthetic meat often sold for cheap at food stalls in the lower districts. Real 
meat was almost impossible to come by if you weren’t wealthy. He never tried the stuff until 
after he’d been named the Pythia, and now he couldn’t even remember what artbake tasted 
like. 


Reluctantly, the Pythia took a piece of artbake from the platter, noticing how it had been 
coated in a heavy layer of spices. He took a bite, expecting the strange chewiness that usually 
accompanied synthetic meat, but was surprised when he was met with a satisfying crunch 
instead. 


It wasn’t great, but it wasn’t bad. The spices were well-layered, hiding most of the artificial 
flavor that came with synthetic meat. Overcooking it seemed to get rid of the chewiness as 
well, although it left a distinct burnt taste in the back of his throat. 


“I just meant you guys probably don’t have a wide array of clothing options, considering 
you’re a bunch of terrorists hiding out in an underground temple and all,” the Pythia 
explained after a moment, continuing to eat his artbake. 


“You love pointing out that we’re terrorists,” Tommy huffed, between a mouthful of his own 
artbake. “Also, we can, like, leave the temple, y’ know?” 


“So what, do you just go to the mall or something to buy new clothes?” The Pythia asked, 
raising an eyebrow at Tommy. 


“Contrary to what you seem to think, we don’t just perform blood rituals and stab each 
other,” Tommy shot back, scowling now. “What, did you think we just wore black robes all 
the fucking time?” 


“Something like that, yeah,” the Pythia said, meeting Tommy’s scowl without flinching. 
“Wait, did he just say you thought we perform blood rituals?” Aimsey cut in. 


“He did!” Tommy told them. “Last night he told Phil and Techno that he thought the 
Deathlings performed human sacrifice! Can you believe that shit?!” 


“Wait, can we perform human sacrifice?” Tubbo asked, something like hope glinting in his 
eyes. 


Tommy flashed Tubbo an annoyed look, opening his mouth to respond, but hesitating as his 
breathing hitched again. After a short gasp, he blinked and shook himself off, before 
responding with, “What the fuck? No!” 


“Aw c’mon!” Tubbo whined, leaning over to grab Tommy’s arm. “I can think of plenty of 
people who would do a great job being sacrificed to Kristin!” 


“Like who?” Ranboo asked, giving Tubbo an alarmed look. 
Tubbo grinned. “Well, Schlatt is my first choice obviously.” 
The Pythia let out a sharp gasp at this, making all eyes in the group turn to him. 


“Tubbo! You’re gonna scare him!” Aimsey scolded, swatting his arm. “I’m sorry, Pythia. We 
don’t have any plans to sacrifice the Emperor to Lady Death, I swear.” 


In the back of his mind, the Pythia had to admit, there would be something satisfying if 
Schlatt were to die at the hands of the Deathlings. Maybe Clara would tell him ‘I told you so’ 
once he met with Her. 


Fuck. Wait. He shouldn’t be thinking like that. 


Shaking himself off, the Pythia forced himself to frown at the four Deathlings sitting around 
him. 


“You're just proving my point,” he snapped, shooting Tubbo a dirty look. “Here you are, 
joking about murdering your own Emperor in cold blood. People like you are the reason 
worshipping Death was abolished in the first place.” 


For a moment, the group fell silent. Ranboo and Aimsey shared wide-eyed looks, while 
Tommy buried his face in his hands with a loud groan. 


Meanwhile, a slow smile was spreading over Tubbo’s face. 

“Damn, you’re a fucking bootlicker, now aren’t you?” 

The Pythia choked on his artbake. 

“Excuse me?!” 

“A bootlicker!” Tubbo quipped cheerfully. “You kiss the government’s ass and all that.” 


“I know what bootlicker means,” the Pythia snapped. “I’m just shocked you have the gall to 
call me that.” 


“I mean, it’s true, isn’t it?” Tubbo snorted. 


“Tubbo, stop antagonizing Clara’s chosen,” Ranboo muttered. 
“Look, I’m just saying, you’re a bit of a suck up to government!” Tubbo explained, holding 
his hands up in mock surrender. “Just saying! Don’t mean any harm by it!” 


The Pythia scowled. “Says the fucking-” 
“Please get a better insult than terrorist,’ Tommy groaned, cutting him off. 


The Pythia fixed Tommy with a flat stare that he couldn’t even see because of the blindfold. 
“T was going to say cultist, actually.” 


“Wow, I’m so wounded. I’ve been called a cultist!”” Tubbo exclaimed, slumping into 
Aimsey’s side. “I’m never going to recover from this! Ouch! My heart!” 


Despite the anxiety still twisting his insides, the Pythia couldn’t shove down the anger 
fluttering behind the cage of his ribs—like a bird desperately trying to claw its way out of 
him. 


“You treat this like it’s a fucking game when it’s not!” The Pythia exclaimed, slamming his 
hand down on the ground. “The things you do in the name of your ‘goddess’, they hurt real 
people, don’t you get that? You worship Death! You’re not meant to worship Death, you’re 
supposed to fear it! You claim that it should be your right to worship who you want, but then 
you blow shit up and hurt innocent people, and you expect us to all think that worshipping 


Kristin does any fucking good for people?” He scoffed and shook his head. “You’re all 
delusional.” 


A heavy silence hung over the group for a few moments after the Pythia finished speaking. 
Tommy was frowning at him, while Ranboo seemed to be trying to hide his face from view. 
Aimsey was giving him a puzzled look, like they couldn’t figure out what was going on 
inside his head. And Tubbo was considering his words, nodding to himself before meeting 
the Pythia’s gaze again. 


“Why shouldn’t we worship Death?” Tubbo asked, furrowing his brows. 
The Pythia blinked. “What?” 


“You said that we’re supposed to fear Death, not worship Her. But why? What’s wrong with 
worshipping Death?” 


“Tt- It’s unnatural!” The Pythia tried to explain. 
Tubbo shrugged. “How so?” 

...what? 

“I don’t understand.” 


“How is it unnatural?” Tubbo pushed, straightening up. “I’m just trying to understand why 
you’re so against our beliefs, man.” 


To his left, Tommy groaned. “Tubbo, can you not start a religious debate with the Pythia?” 
“It’s a fair question!” Tubbo argued. “If he wants to answer, he can. But he doesn’t have to.” 


And just like that, all eyes fell on the Pythia again. 


He considered Tubbo’s points. His questions were fair, that was true. Why was worshipping 
Death considered unnatural? 


Well, that was because- 
It was- 


Well- Death was to be feared. It was the unknown. No one was sure what happened after you 
died, so why would you worship that? 


But then again, he supposed it could be argued why wouldn t you worship that? 


The Pythia frowned, turning over the question in his head, before his frustration bubbled up 
again. Why was he even entertaining a question like that from a Deathling? Tubbo had 
already argued in favor of human sacrifice. Even as a joke, that proved he wasn’t a 
reasonable person to have a discussion like this with, because he was far too entrenched in 
the ideology of the Deathlings to have any kind of objectivity in a debate. 


“I’m not here to debate religion with a fucking Deathling,” The Pythia spat, pushing to his 
feet and storming away from the group. 


Behind him, he heard Tommy cough in surprise, stumbling to his feet to chase after him. 


“Hey! Where do you think you’re going?” Tommy demanded, grabbing his wrist before he 
could go far. 


“T’m making my great escape, right now in front of this whole cafeteria,” the Pythia 
deadpanned. 


Sighing, Tommy glanced back at his friends, before letting go of the Pythia’s wrist. “Just- let 
me grab some food to take with me and we can leave, okay?” 


“Why don’t you just go lock me in my cell and then you can eat with your friends without 
having to babysit me?” The Pythia shot back, furrowing his brows. 


“What, so you wanna just stare at the fucking wall all day?” Tommy asked, raising an 
eyebrow. 


The Pythia huffed. “Obviously not. But why do you care? I’m your prisoner. You shouldn’t 
give a shit if I’m bored or not.” 


The bird behind his ribs was still wildly flapping its wings, his heart beat picking up as he 
saw Tommy glance back at the group, considering what the Pythia had said. 


Despite his bold words, he really didn’t want Tommy to leave him in the cell for the entire 
day. The only thing keeping him from choking on his own fear was the distractions Tommy 
provided him with. Showing him the bathhouse, taking him to get food, introducing him to 
more Deathlings—it was keeping his mind away from the reality of his situation. If he 
focused on the details, he didn’t have to step back and look at the bigger picture. He could 
temporarily forget about the fact that he was being held prisoner by a terrorist death cult, and 
would likely never return to the life he had before. 


He didn’t want Tommy to leave him locked in that small room for even a few hours, let alone 
a whole day. Yet, he knew that’s exactly what Tommy should’ve been doing. Not giving him 
the grand tour. 


“Trust me, your brain will be fucking fried if you just stare at the ceiling of that room all the 
time,” Tommy said after a moment, avoiding meeting the Pythia’s blindfold. “Even if I 
follow Kristin, I'd rather not make an enemy out of Clara, y’ know?” 


“I’m pretty sure you already made an enemy out of Her considering you’re preventing me 
from performing my duties as Her vessel,” he pointed out. 


Tommy rolled his eyes. “For fuck’s sake, just because I’m a Deathling doesn’t mean I’m not 
a decent human being.” 


“No matter how ‘decent’ you are to me, Clara isn’t going to forgive you for this, so you can 
stop trying,” the Pythia snapped, tired of this stupid charade Tommy was playing. 


There was a beat of silence as Tommy stared at him, something unreadable flashing through 
his eyes. His jaw clenched, and suddenly, the buzzing under his skin returned as Tommy’s 
eyes felt like they were seeing straight through him. 


Then, he huffed and turned on his heel. “I’m getting some food, and then we’re leaving 
together, okay?” He said, walking away before he was even done with his sentence. 


The Pythia waited by the entryway to the cafeteria, noticing how most of the other Deathlings 
had filtered out during his conversation with Tommy’s friends. Techno had abandoned his 
post in the kitchen and was now nowhere to be found. Similarly, Jack and the pink-haired girl 
he was with had left, and the green-haired man walked by the Pythia and out the door without 
sparing him a second glance. 


He watched Tommy exchange a few hushed words with Tubbo, Ranboo, and Aimsey. All 
three of their eyes kept flickering back to him, and he tried to ignore the weight of their stares 
despite how they made his skin crawl. What were they thinking? Were they relieved he was 
leaving? Did they wish that Tommy had done the smart thing and just left the Pythia in his 
cell? Were they asking themselves why Tommy was going to so much trouble for his prisoner 
in the first place? 


That had to be it. When Aimsey’s worried eyes darted his way, it was out of worry for 
Tommy, he was sure. 


It didn’t matter. Eventually, Tommy would realize that he wasn’t going to just settle on his 
perch and accept this as his new home. He might’ve been a caged songbird back at the 
palace, but at least that cage was gilded. At least he knew his goddess could look over him in 
that cage. This one choked him with the smell of death, and was completely hidden from 
Clara’s gaze, and he was going to be damned if he accepted his place here. 


Tommy walked back over, carrying a small plate of artbake with two bread rolls beside it. 
“Let’s go,” Tommy said, taking a bite out of the bread as he left the cafeteria behind. 
Ignoring the stares boring into the back of his head, the Pythia turned on his heel to follow. 


They made their way back down the hallway, the space opening up into the night sky room 
once again. Instead of walking back into the main chamber of the temple like the Pythia had 
expected, Tommy instead led him to one of the doors embedded into the wall underneath the 
false stars. 


“Niki!” Tommy shouted, knocking on the door with his metal hand. “You in there? I have 
someone I want you to meet!” 


Immediately, a feminine voice called back, “yeah! Come in!” 
Oh great. Another Deathling he was going to meet. Thanks a fucking lot, Tommy. 


Tommy opened the door to the room, gesturing for the Pythia to step through. He shot 
Tommy a dirty look before making his way inside. 


This room was a bit larger than his cell, but not by much. It had the same flat stone walls and 
floor that all the rooms here had, but there was no paint decorating any of it. Instead, there 
were two recesses in the wall shaped like arches, small shelves at the bottom of each filled 
with dozens of those electric candles flickering in shades of white and yellow. 


On the left side of the room, there was something that could only be described as a stone bed 
sitting in front of one of these shelves. It looked cold and unforgiving to lay down on, 
although a thin blanket had been thrown over top, with a metal tray on wheels pushed off to 
the side beside it. Then, the right side of the room had a large wooden desk shoved against it, 
covered with so many pieces of paper and bottles of ink it was difficult to find a single thing 
to look at. 


“Oh, is this him?” 
Well, the girl standing in front of the desk might be a good thing to focus on. 


The Pythia recognized the girl as the same pink-haired girl he’d seen Jack eating with in the 
cafeteria. Her eyes were a dull shade of grey-blue—undoubtedly human—and decorated with 
heavy black eyeliner. Unlike most of the Deathlings he’d met so far, the girl wasn’t wearing a 
long-sleeved shirt, but instead wore a plain black tank top. And even if her eyes were organic, 
this told the Pythia that her arms were very much not. 


Both her arms were made of the same purple metal that Tommy’s hand was made of, and 
covered in those gorgeous vine and flower carvings as well. The metal shimmered with 
enchantments and ended right at her shoulders—and like Tommy’s, the Pythia didn’t doubt 
this was the work of a master engineer. 


“Yup, this is him,” Tommy introduced, already shoving past the Pythia to sit down on a bean 
bag near the girl’s desk. “Niki, meet the Pythia. Pythia, this is Niki. Don’t be a prick to her.” 


Niki snorted. “Tommy, I’m sure it’Il be fine.” 
“No, he’s a prick. Just ask Tubbo, Aimsey, Ranboo, or even Phil and Techno.” 


The Pythia scoffed as he made his way over to another bean bag beside Tommy, hovering 
awkwardly for a moment before deciding to stay standing instead. “Like I’ve said, I think I 
have a right to be a bit pissy given the circumstances.” 


“And that’s a fair point,” Niki agreed, sitting back down at her desk. “You were kidnapped 
after all. I’m sure that’s been a bit stressful.” 


“More than a bit,” the Pythia muttered, leaning against the wall. 


Niki opened her mouth to say something else, but hesitated, a crease forming between her 
brows as she stared at him. The Pythia squirmed under her gaze and tried not to flinch when 
she got to her feet, tensing as she made her way over to him. 


“You have scratches on your face,” she murmured, metal fingers ghosting over the cuts from 
the night before. Her eyes flickered back to Tommy. “Have these been treated?” 


Tommy blanched under her glare. “Uh, they looked a lot worse last night and he didn’t say 
anything about them, so I figured it’d be fine to leave alone.” 


“Fucking Death below, Tommy,” Niki huffed, shaking her head as she walked over to a 
wooden cabinet near the back of the room. The Pythia watched her take out a first aid kit, 
rummaging through it for a moment before pulling out a small container of healing salve. 
“Have you used this before?” She asked him, holding it out for him to take. 


While it was obviously cheaper stuff than the salves they had in the palace, he knew the 
application was basically the same, so he nodded. “Yeah, I have.” 


“There’s a mirror on my desk there,” she said as he took the salve from her hand. “The last 
thing we need is to kill the Pythia with an infection.” 


Figuring he might as well take advantage of the medicine she was giving him, the Pythia did 
as she said, settling in the chair she’d been in a few moments before and pulling the small 
mirror closer to him. 


His reflection made him pause. The blindfold was securely over his face of course, but even 
with it covering so much, it was painfully obvious how much he’d been through in the past 
twenty-four hours. Bathing had helped get the dirt off, but that made the red lines on his 
cheeks only more obvious than before. He was also pale, and he was sure that if he looked 
under the blindfold, he’d see dark circles hanging under his eyes. 


Swallowing the lump in his throat, he smoothed the salve over the cuts, resisting the urge to 
sigh in relief when the lingering sting immediately went away. The salve was clear but 
shimmered as if glitter had been dumped into it, so the more he spread it over his face, the 
more it looked as though someone had sprinkled glitter dust all over him. 


Once the cuts on his cheeks were soothed, he spread a bit of the salve along his palms, the 
instant relief almost addictive. He coated them as best he could without making them sticky, 
and once he was sure they were covered, twisted the cap back on the salve to hand back to 
Niki. 


While he’d been doing that, Niki had sat down on a bean bag next to Tommy. Still eating the 
food on his plate, Tommy had leaned over to Niki, trying to get a peek at the sketchbook she 
had resting on her lap. She kept shooting him dirty looks, which he ignored as he tried to rest 
his chin on her shoulder so he could watch her draw without interruption. 


“What should I do with this?” The Pythia asked, holding up the salve in his hand. 


Glancing up from her sketchbook, Niki shrugged. “Just leave it on the desk. III put it back 
later.” Once he’d done that, her eyes flickered over his face again, no doubt noticing how 
reflective his cheeks were now. 


“Do you have any scrapes under the blindfold you wanna put that on?” Niki asked after a 
moment, furrowing her brows again. “Don’t worry about using too much of it. I’m gonna 
make Tommy get me more next time he goes out.” 


“Hey! I never agreed to that!” 


“Shouldn’t have dropped that vial of ink I told you not to mess with,” Niki hummed, 
smirking at him as she scooted her bean bag away from his. 


“That wasn’t my fault. Jack pushed me and you know it!” Tommy argued. 


Niki raised an eyebrow. “I suppose I could always just charge you for your next tattoo 
instead. How does that sound?” 


Tommy’s eyes went wide. “P Il get the salve for you!” 


“Thought so,” Niki said, looking like she was holding back a laugh as she slumped further 
into the bean bag. “Anyway, the point is you can use more under your blindfold if you want.” 


Fear lanced through the Pythia again at how casually she said that. At how oblivious they all 
were to the danger he posed. 


“Um, it’s fine, I can’t take the blindfold off around you guys so...” he trailed off as he put the 
salve back on the desk. “I don’t have any scrapes or cuts under it anyway though, so it really 
doesn’t matter.” 


At this, Niki frowned. “What do you mean you can’t take the blindfold off around us?” 


“He says there’s a curse,” Tommy jumped in to explain. “That no one can see a Pythia’s eyes, 
or else they’ll die an early death or something, even though that doesn’t make sense because 
Kristin is the one who controls when people die, not Clara.” 


Niki’s frown deepened. “Huh, that is interesting. Did you tell Phil about that?” 


“Not yet. When he gets some free time I’m gonna ask him though, because that sounds like a 
load of bullshit to me.” 


The Pythia clenched his jaw. “It’s not bullshit. It’s been a known fact about the Pythia for 
centuries now.” 


“But that doesn’t make sense!” Tommy pushed. “If the Pythia is Clara’s vessel, how could 
seeing their eyes influence when they die if that’s Kristin’s domain? Even you have to admit 
it doesn’t make sense.” 


“To be fair,” Niki cut in, “there’s a lot we don’t know about the history of the Pythia. For all 
we know, there could be texts discussing how Clara and Kristin... maybe struck a deal or 
something, I’m not sure. But if the curse has been something Pythia have known about for 
centuries, I’m sure there’s some truth to it.” 


“Thank you,” the Pythia huffed, leaning back against his seat. “Trust me, I don’t wear this 
thing for fun. But I’m not in the habit of sending people to an early grave, so I’m stuck with 
it.” 


Suddenly, Niki sat straighter in her seat. “It’s enchanted, right?” 


“Uh, yeah. That’s how I see through it.” 


At this, Niki’s eyes lit up. “Really? How effective is it? Is it just like seeing normally, or is it 
cloudy?” 


The Pythia blinked. “It’s almost perfect, but not quite. Everything has kind of a subtle... blur 
over it, I suppose is how I’d describe it. It doesn’t bother me, but by the end of the day I 
usually have a terrible headache from wearing it for so long.” 


“Oh, that’s so interesting. I wonder what runes they used for that,” she said, half-muttering to 
herself as her eyes skimmed over his blindfold. 


“Niki’s our resident enchanter,” Tommy jumped in to explain, no doubt noticing the 
confusion on the Pythia’s face. “Sam is the one who designs our cybernetics, and while he 
could also design the enchantments on them himself if he wanted, Niki is way better so she 
just does it for him.” 


“Oh shush. I’m not that much better than him,” Niki scolded. “I’m just better at keeping a 
steady drawing hand than he is.” 


“T’d hope you would be since you’ve done literally all my tattoos,” Tommy teased, nudging 
her side with his elbow. 


... wait, what? 


“You have tattoos?” The Pythia asked, narrowing his eyes behind the blindfold. “Like, 
besides your Deathling Mark?” 


Tommy’s eyes widened. “Oh shit, yeah, you haven’t seen them!” Suddenly, before the Pythia 
could ask what he was doing, Tommy was pulling off his hoodie and tossed it across the 
room. 


Now left in just a short-sleeved red shirt, the Pythia could see his bare arms for the first time, 
and jolted. 


Tommy’s arms were covered in tattoos. Not nearly as many as Phil had, but still quite a few 
nonetheless. One of the ones that stuck out to him was a lit match on his upper left arm, with 
wisps of smoke curling from the top. There were also stars trailing up from his arm onto his 
shoulder, a bunch of lines bursting out in a way that reminded him of an explosion, a boy 
with wings, a goose—and even what looked like a bowl of noodles. Oh, and of course the 
Deathling Mark of dark angel wings settled right above his wrist, where the metal of his 
prosthetic met flesh. 


“You have a lot of tattoos for an eighteen year old,” the Pythia pointed out, unable to tear his 
eyes away from the expanse of ink. 


“That tends to happen when you’re a reckless Deathling like Tommy is,” Niki teased, 
smirking at Tommy. 


The Pythia frowned. “What do you mean by that?” 


“Well, tattoos have a bit of a different meaning for Deathlings than they do for most people,” 
Tommy began, sitting up straight as he stretched his arms out for the Pythia to see. “Of 
course we can just get tattoos for fun like normal, but it’s also a tradition to get a tattoo every 
time you have a near death experience.” 


Oh. 
Oh. 
“So- So all of yours-” 


“The definition of a near death experience can be determined by the Deathling,” Niki cut in, 
no doubt noticing the dawning horror on his face. She pointed to the bowl of noodles on 
Tommy’s arm. “Tommy, do you wanna explain that one?” 


Looking down, Tommy laughed when he noticed the one she was pointing at. “I was eating 
ramen and I choked on a noodle.” 


The Pythia let out a sigh of relief. “That’s-” 


“And I got this one from being shot by a cop,” Tommy then added, tugging down the collar 
of his shirt to reveal a sun tattooed around a circular scar on his upper chest. 


And just like that, the Pythia’s relief dissipated. “Fuck, that’s terrible.” 


Tommy shrugged. “Eh, wasn’t the worst I’ve been through.” He paused then, and the Pythia 
noticed his eyes lingering on the tattoo of the match, before quickly looking back at him. 
“But yeah. I, uh, get into shit a lot so I have more tattoos than most people here.” 


Suddenly, a realization washed over the Pythia. “Wait, so all those tattoos Phil has-” 


“He doesn’t say which ones are from near death experiences, and which ones are just because 
he wants them,” Niki cut in. “It’s up to the individual if they wanna share what their tattoo 
means. Tommy’s a bit more open about it, while I won’t tell people what mine are for until I 
really trust them.” 


Considering the Pythia couldn’t see any visible tattoos on Niki, he wondered how many she 
could have. 


Nausea crawled up his throat the longer he stared at Tommy’s tattoos. Each of those was for a 
time he nearly died. Sure, the ramen one was funny, but what about the one that looked like 
an explosion? What could the /it match imply? 


“What about you?” Niki suddenly asked, startling him out of his thoughts. “Do you have any 
tattoos?” 


“Or cybernetics?” Tommy jumped in. “I didn’t notice any last night, but I’m sure you got, 
like, state of the art shit living in the palace and all.” 


The nausea only got stronger as the Pythia curled in on himself, the itch under his skin 
growing stronger as he tried to ignore the weight of Tommy and Niki’s stares. 


“No. I don’t.” He paused, taking a shaky breath to try and steady himself. “It’s forbidden for 
Pythia to have any kind of body modifications.” 


” The Pythia is a vessel,” the old woman told him, her gaze piercing through him despite the 
fact that her eyes were hidden behind a blindfold. “Your body is not yours. Its Hers. Every 
breath you take, every time your heart beats—it’s because of Her. So you must never damage 
or change Her mortal form in any way.” 


That was the crux of his rules. The Pythia was a sacred vessel for Her. Therefore piercings, 
tattoos, cybernetics, hair dye—all of those things would be considered desecration. 


“Well, that sucks,” Tommy huffed, slumping further down in his bean bag. 


“It doesn’t suck,” the Pythia said, feeling like his mouth was full of cotton. “It’s just the way 
things are.” 
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The Pythia thought it would be difficult to pass the time in the Death Temple. He was wrong. 


Days passed. He and Tommy fell into a routine of sorts. It would begin with Tommy 
knocking on their shared door in the morning, giving him only a few minutes to tug his 
blindfold around his face before the boy came barging in with far too much energy for the 
early hour. Then, he’d drag the Pythia to get breakfast. Sometimes, they’d sit with Tubbo, 
Ranboo, and Aimsey, but most of the time Tommy got their food to go. The Pythia preferred 
this, and he was sure Tommy could tell. 


Niki’s makeshift tattoo parlor was a place of refuge to the Pythia. Even though he rarely 
made conversation with her, Niki was far easier to be around than other Deathlings like 
Tubbo. And she never pushed him to talk, which he was grateful for. Most of the time she’d 
just chat with Tommy, or focus on designing runes or tattoos in her sketchbook while Tommy 
rambled about whatever random subject was at the forefront of his thoughts that day. 


The Pythia, for the most part, would stay silent. He’d tear bread rolls apart with his fingers, 
trying to seem disinterested in whatever it was Tommy was going on about this time. 


Eventually, they’d leave Niki be. From there, things got difficult. Because even if he was in 
charge of their only prisoner, all the Deathlings had responsibilities in the temple, and 
Tommy couldn’t get out of those. 


The Pythia would sit off to the side, watching Tommy scrub dishes, wash clothes, beat the 
dust off of rugs, or even mend clothes with a needle and thread. He was surprisingly adept at 
sewing, and it was one of the few times Tommy would fall quiet for longer than a few 
minutes. Although the Pythia pretended like it was a relief, truthfully, he dreaded these 
moments of silence. Because if Tommy wasn’t talking, that meant the Pythia was left alone 
with his own thoughts. And that was far worse than just listening to his kidnapper ramble 
about different types of spiders for thirty minutes straight. 


Over his first few days of captivity though, the low buzz of anxiety sitting in the back of the 
Pythia’s head began to fade. Because his time with the Deathlings wasn’t as much of an 
unknown. Every time he woke up, he had a rough idea of how his day would go. So his fear 
diminished, but that wasn’t necessarily a good thing. And that was because if he wasn’t 
constantly thinking about how much danger he was in, then he had nothing else to think 
about. 


He was bored. 


Although one wouldn’t think that being kidnapped would lead to boredom, the Pythia was 
quickly finding that was one of the worst parts of the entire deal. Because even though he 
was surrounded by people, it wasn’t like he could just talk with them. They were his 
kidnappers. And not to mention, they were also batshit heretics who worshipped Death 
herself. They weren’t his friends, and he wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of 
thinking they were breaking him down. Because they weren’t. Even if he couldn’t perform 
his duties, he was Clara’s vessel. That couldn’t change, even when he was hidden from Her 
Gaze. 


The Deathlings didn’t seem to get that though. 


“C’mon! Stop being such a pissbaby and join in!” Tommy teased, waving him over to the 
center of the room. 


The Pythia scowled. “Why can’t you just take me back to my cell?” 
“Already told you why I don’t wanna do that!” Tommy reminded him. 
“Well I’m not joining your stupid game,” he huffed, folding his arms over his chest. 


Beside Tommy, Techno appeared and nudged his shoulder. “Just let him hang out there if he 
wants. We need to pick teams.” 


Rolling his eyes, Tommy turned back to the rest of the group, leaving the Pythia sitting 
against the wall like he had been for the past five minutes. Dinner had ended a few minutes 
ago, but before anyone could filter out of the cafeteria, Phil had appeared in the doorway with 
an octagonal ball and announced that it was game night. Somehow, everyone except the 
Pythia seemed to know what this meant, and Tommy had practically dragged him to the main 
chamber of the temple. 


Now the Deathlings were chatting eagerly amongst themselves as Phil and Techno prepared 
to pick their teams. Tommy was bouncing on the heels of his feet, having practically attached 


himself to Techno’s side the moment they entered the main chamber. Tubbo and Aimsey 
seemed to be in a rather intense conversation, with Tubbo trying to punch Aimsey in the arm 
every few minutes, only for them to smack his hand away with a kind of exasperation that 
told the Pythia they were used to these attacks. Phil was talking to the man with dark green 
hair the Pythia had seen in the cafeteria on his first day, and now the Pythia could see he also 
had cybernetic eyes that were entirely black, save for bright green irises that almost matched 
his hair. Niki and Ranboo were laughing about something in the corner, while Jack was 
talking to someone wearing a red and yellow face mask, repeatedly pointing to the metal 
panels in his head while the person in the face mask nodded intently. 


Above it all, the statue of Kristin watched over the group. Her hologram arm flickered 
slightly, but the faint smile that was hinted at in the corners of her lips never wavered. 


Suddenly, Phil was calling everyone to attention. 
“Alright, line up!” 


Just like that, all conversation was cut off. The Deathlings lined up without question, while 
Phil and Techno stood side by side in front of them, eyes narrowed as the two looked over 
their options. 


“So we’ve decided that since I’m the one who nearly got shot breakin’ us into the palace the 
other day,” Techno began, folding his arms over his chest, “that I get to pick my first team 
member.” 


Tommy’s eyes were bright as he practically vibrated with excitement, looking like he was just 
barely holding himself back from raising his hand and shouting "pick me pick me!” 


Techno’s face was unreadable. His crimson gaze skimmed over the line, hesitating for just a 
moment on Tommy, before continuing past him to look at the others. 


The seconds ticked by. Tommy’s excitement only grew. 


“My first pick is...” Techno began, eyes flickering over Tommy again before settling right 
beside him, “Jack Manifold.” 


Tommy’s mouth dropped open, while Jack beamed like he’d just won the lottery. 
“Techno you’re a smart man let me tell-” 


“Nah I’m just messing with you, Tommy get over here,” Techno then said, interrupting Jack 
before he could take even a single step forward. 


And just like that, Tommy’s shock turned to pure joy. “Fuck YEAH! Take that, Jack 
Manibitch!” He shouted, punching Jack in the arm before running up to join Techno at the 
front. 


Jack stared at the two in pure disbelief, before he let out a loud scoff and flipped Tommy off. 
“I see how it is, gentlemen! Fine! I'll just have to kick both your asses when we play!” He 
then shot Phil a pleading look. “Phil, c’ mon man, you gotta choose me now-” 


“Niki,” Phil cut Jack off, something like mirth dancing through his eyes. 


Niki looked like she was struggling not to laugh as she patted Jack’s shoulder, before making 
her way to stand next to Phil. Meanwhile, Jack had deflated like a popped balloon, and the 
Pythia found himself struggling to hide a smile. 


Techno and Phil continued to switch off picking their team members. Next to join Techno and 
Tommy’s team was Ranboo, while Tubbo made his way over to Niki and Phil. Then Aimsey 
went to Techno, while the green-haired man who the Pythia learned was named Sam joined 
Phil’s team. 


This only left Jack, and the person with the red and yellow face mask. Unsurprisingly, 
Techno chose the non-Jack option, who was apparently named Ponk. Which left Jack as the 
last option to go to Phil, which he definitely didn’t seem thrilled about. 


“You’re all fucking pricks,” Jack grumbled as he settled himself in between Niki and Tubbo. 
“Maybe you should just try actually being good at the game,” Tommy shot back. 


Jack scowled and flipped him off across the room, while Tommy stuck his tongue out at him 
in retaliation. Techno pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed, while Phil ignored their 
antics as he moved his team to one side of the chamber. 


The Pythia watched the teams split up into different roles for the game. It seemed that the 
goals were the archways—the one that led to the hallway with the bedrooms and the 
bathhouse, and the one that led to the starry room and the hallway to the cafeteria. The 
goalkeepers were Tubbo for Phil’s team, and Ponk for Techno’s. 


Phil and Techno met at the center between the two sides of the chamber. They each put a 
hand on the ball, and after sharing a single nod, tossed it into the air at the same time. 


As soon as the ball hit the ground, the game was off. 


Tommy was off like a gunshot. He ran for the ball, kicking it straight towards Phil’s goal. 
Niki stopped it from getting anywhere near Tubbo though, kicking it right past Tommy and 
over to Sam, who started running with it to Techno’s goal. 


Niki and Sam passed it between each other a few times, before Phil barreled forward with a 
surprising burst of speed. He angled himself right near Ponk, ready for Sam to pass it to him 
so he could kick it straight into the goal. But when Sam kicked it towards him, there was a 
blur of red, and suddenly Aimsey was speeding with it straight back to the other side. They 
passed it to Techno, who sprinted with it down the center of the court towards Tubbo. Tommy 
was right up beside him, ready to take the shot. 


The first goal was made by Tommy, with Tubbo’s fingers just barely missing the ball as it 
sailed into the archway. Tommy cheered and Techno high-fived him, and everyone took a 
moment to catch their breath as Tubbo ran to retrieve the ball. 


The game continued. Niki got the next goal, making the points even on both sides. From 
there though, Techno’s team took the lead, racking up several goals in a row mostly thanks to 
Tommy, with a few being the work of Techno as well. 


As the Pythia watched though, he couldn’t help but notice certain similarities between a few 
of the players. 


Aimsey, Tubbo, and Ranboo all had limps. Aimsey seemed to favor their right leg, while 
Tubbo and Ranboo both favored their left. In general though, Ranboo seemed to favor his left 
side overall, which the Pythia guessed was related to the extensive cybernetics visible on the 
right half of his body. This also led the Pythia to believe that Aimsey and Tubbo probably 
both had cybernetic legs along with Ranboo, and they weren’t the only ones. 


Jack struggled with running the most out of anyone. His limp wasn’t as obvious as Aimsey, 
Tubbo, or Ranboo’s, but that was more because it was on both sides rather than him not 
having one at all. He kept slowing down and tapping his knees with both fists, and the Pythia 
wondered if both of his legs were prosthetic. 


Although Tommy didn’t have any kind of limp, at one point, he stopped running in his tracks. 
He seemed to be gasping for air, hiccuping a few times as he put his hands above his head, 
like he was fighting to take a deep breath. 


The Pythia thought back to the other times Tommy’s breathing had seemed labored. How 
every so often, he would stop himself mid sentence to gasp, or how sometimes his breathing 
hitched without any warning. 


There was something up with Tommy’s breathing. That much the Pythia was certain of. 


Tommy’s pause didn’t last long though. He soon was able to take a full breath and flashed 
Phil a thumbs up, which Phil returned before resuming the game like nothing had happened. 
Before the Pythia could think much more on that though, suddenly, there was a ball flying his 
way. 


He shrieked as the ball slammed into the wall right next to his head, hands flying up to 
protect his face as it fell with a thud! right beside him. There was the sound of footsteps, and 
he lifted his head to see Phil running to get the ball. 


“Didn’t think a football would be enough to take out Clara’s chosen,” Phil teased, flashing 
him a sharp grin as the others prepared for the ball to be thrown back in. 


“Tt startled me,” the Pythia snapped, scowling at him. 


“Maybe if you joined in you'd be less scared of it,” Phil pushed, lifting the ball above his 
head, ready to throw. “You sure you don’t wanna try it out?” 


Gritting his teeth, the Pythia shook his head. 


Phil snorted. “Suit yourself.” 


Then, he chucked the ball back towards the others, and the game resumed as Phil ran into the 
midst of it again. The Pythia was left on his own, and he tried to slow down the panicked bird 
in his chest as his heart fluttered rapidly against the bars of his ribcage. 


Slowly but surely, Phil’s team made a comeback. Tubbo and Phil switched roles, so Phil was 
now the goalkeeper and Tubbo could properly play. Although Tubbo wasn’t as fast as 
Tommy, he was more than willing to go head to head with Tommy when he had the ball, and 
even tackled Tommy to the ground at one point (which was firmly against the rules according 
to Techno, even though Tommy didn’t seem upset about it in the slightest, if his resounding 
laugh was anything to judge by). 


Eventually, the game seemed to slow down as adrenaline waned. There were more pauses as 
different players had to catch their breath, while others had to shake out their limbs like 
they’d gone stiff. At a certain point, Aimsey announced they needed to sit down for a bit, 
meaning someone else from Phil’s team had to sit out as well to keep things even. 


Which was how the Pythia ended up with Niki sitting beside him. 


“Have you ever played football before?” Niki asked as the game resumed, Tommy laughing 
when he launched the ball straight into Sam’s head. 


”Over here!” A high-pitched voice squealed, arms raised as the girl begged him to pass her 
the ball. 


Sweat and rain mixed together down the back of his shirt as hot rain poured down from the 
dark skies above. The air was thick as it slid down his throat, raindrops uncomfortably warm 
as they slid into his hair like something sticky. 


He considered passing it to the girl, before looking at the goal only a few extra feet away. The 
boy guarding it was skinny, and didnt seem like he knew what he was doing. Then again, they 
all looked that way. Skinny kids wearing dirty clothes, playing football in the rain because 
there weren t any adults around to tell them not to. 


Admittedly, most of the other kids around him had adults who would’ve told them not to play 
in the rain if they weren t at work. But that was precisely the issue. Most of these kids' 
guardians were at work. Even if these kids' apartments had leaky roofs and no heating or air 
conditioning, at least they had somewhere to dry off from the rain. When this game was over, 
he was just going to try and hide himself under an awning as best as possible, and hope the 
rain let up soon even though he knew it wouldn t. 


“Hurry up and kick it already!” The boy standing in front of the goal shouted after another 
moment. 


Panic seized him. The boy s scowl was like a slap to the face, and he flinched as he kicked the 
ball at the girl. It landed in a rancid puddle, splashing dirty water up her leg and making her 
yelp. But before he could apologize, she was kicking the ball to the goal, the goalie not even 
getting close to blocking it. 


She grinned at her victory. He wrapped his arms around himself, wondering if he would’ve 
made the goal if he took the shot himself like he wanted to. 


“Not since I was a kid,” the Pythia answered after a moment, the stone wall cool against the 
back of his head. 


Niki furrowed her brows. “Y’know, I can’t really picture a little kid wearing a blindfold like 
yours running around the palace playing football.” 


The Pythia snorted at this. “It was before I was chosen to be the Pythia. So there was no 
blindfold, and I wasn’t living in the palace.” 


“Oh.” Niki blinked, something like understanding washing over her face. “For some reason, I 
thought you grew up in the palace.” 


He shook his head. “No. Clara decides when the next Pythia takes over, and usually starts 
showing the current Pythia visions of the next one a few months before the switch is meant to 
actually happen. That way they can be found, brought to the palace, and properly trained 
before receiving their first vision from Her.” 


“Does that mean the new Pythia doesn’t get any warning? They just get told one day, ‘you’re 
going to be the next Pythia’ and get taken to the palace?” Niki asked, turning to face him 


properly. 
“You don’t turn down a calling from your Goddess,” he told her. 
“So you wanted to be the Pythia when you were chosen?” Niki pushed. 


Rough hands grabbed his arms. Water splashed against his legs as the girl kicked the football 
his way, only for him to be dragged away before he could kick it back. Panic seized his chest 
as he begged to be let go, asking over and over again where he was being taken. 


The Pythia shrugged, ignoring the ache behind his ribs. “I’m here, aren’t I?” 
Niki’s frown deepened. “That’s not an answer to my question.” 


No, it wasn’t an answer. But if he gave her his answer, she wouldn’t understand. Even if she 
was more understanding than the others, she was still a Deathling. She couldn’t understand 
why the sacrifices he made for Clara were necessary. 


Glancing over at Niki again, the Pythia noticed she’d pushed her pant legs up so they were 
bunched up under her knees. It was probably because of how hot it had gotten in the chamber 
with all the running and sweating going on, because even sitting down, the Pythia was 
tempted to take his sweater off. But instead of doing that, he found his gaze flickering to the 
black ink wrapping around Niki’s exposed shin. 


The tattoo was of a dragon. A large one that started from her calf, twisting around to the front 
of her shin, tail looped over itself as the creature bared its teeth in a silent roar. The Pythia 
noticed how Niki’s metal fingers traced over the design despite the fact that she wasn’t even 
looking at it. An old habit, most likely. 


He thought back to what Niki and Tommy had told him about the meanings tattoos held for 
Deathlings. 


“Ts that a tattoo you got because of a near-death experience?” He asked instead of answering 
her question. “If it is, why a dragon? Because I see that, and I think that there was a fire of 
some kind. Am I on the right track?” 


Niki jolted, glancing down at her visible tattoo, before quickly tugging her pant leg back over 
it. 


“That’s a bit personal to ask, don’t you think?” She said, her voice tight. 


Turning his gaze back to the game, he relaxed against the stone wall and shrugged. “I thought 
you were fine with asking personal questions, considering the topic of our conversation.” 


The Pythia watched the realization dawn over Niki’s face, her eyes narrowing as heat flooded 
her cheeks. 


“Fine. Sorry for wanting to get to know you,” she huffed, pushing to her feet and leaving him 
behind. She headed over to her team’s goal post to whisper something in Phil’s ear. He 
nodded and she took his place as goalie, while he walked to the edge of the court to sit out 
beside Aimsey. 


Despite the fact that he was sitting closest to Niki’s goal post, she refused to look his way for 
the rest of the game. 


Whatever. It was what he wanted, right? Niki was prying into his past, so he pried into hers to 
show her how it felt. If strangers were going to pick at his scabs, then he had a right to do the 
same. 


The conversation with Niki had set him on edge. Anger simmered under his skin. It pecked at 
his ribs as it begged to be let out, only growing worse as the game continued on. 


The Deathlings were having fun. Laughter popped in the air like bubbles, a few high-fives 
being exchanged after Techno’s team scored another point. Their faces were bright red with 
exertion, but it didn’t dampen their smiles, and he wasn’t sure why this pissed him off so 
much but it did. Because here they were, breathless and happy under the eyes of their 
goddess. 


Kristin was smiling down on them. 
Clara couldn’t even see him. 


Suddenly, there was a surprised shout as the ball bounced his way. It didn’t fly by as fast as 
before, instead rolling to a stop right next to his legs, almost as if the ball itself wanted him to 
join in. 


“Hey Pythia! Toss it to me!” Tommy called out, waving his hands above his head. 


“No, don’t listen to him! Throw it to me!” Jack exclaimed, shoving Tommy out of the way to 
get a better vantage point. 


Clenching his jaw, the Pythia pushed off the wall and to his feet. He picked up the ball in his 
hands, running his fingers over the worn-down rubber. The ball was old. That much was 
obvious. Old and well-loved, with some of the seams having gotten so thin, it would almost 
be too easy to just- 


Pop! 


The ball deflated as the Pythia slammed his foot down on it as hard as he could. He listened 
to the air rush out of it, the source of their fun being reduced to little more than a pile of 
rubber under the heel of his boot. 


He waited for the rush of satisfaction. For the anger simmering under his skin to die down 
now that he’d ruined their game. 


It never came though. Instead of satisfaction, all he could feel was ice cold dread as all the 
Deathlings eyes landed on him at once. 


At the very least, maybe this would finally make them drop the act. They would realize they 
weren’t going to wear him down by inviting him to join in on their games and ‘getting to 
know’ him. That he wasn’t going to give them an inch, no matter how much they pushed. 


The silence dragged on. The Pythia had to fight to keep his chin up, and not shrink back 
against the wall. 


Then, 
“Bruh, you could’ve just said if you didn’t wanna pass it back,” Techno finally said. 


That seemed to shatter the tension in the room. Although no one was smiling anymore, quiet 
conversation echoed off the walls as the Deathlings dispersed. 


Tommy’s face was unreadable as he walked over to the Pythia. In a way, that was almost 
worse than a scowl. At least then he’d know for sure that Tommy was angry at him. But if 
anything, Tommy just seemed... tired. Not necessarily in the physical sense, but in more of 
an everything sense. 


He didn’t say a word as he bent down in front of the Pythia, picking up the remains of the 
ball and turning the rubber over in his hands. After a beat, he sighed and let it drop to the 
ground. Then, he grabbed the Pythia’s wrist, and led him out of the main chamber and 
towards his cell. 


Tommy’s metal fingers were cold against his skin, but they didn’t hurt. If the Pythia tugged 
even the smallest bit, he’d be free of Tommy’s grip. But he didn’t try it. He just let himself be 
led away, ignoring the weight of everyone’s stares as they left the main chamber behind. 


By the time they reached his cell door, Tommy still hadn’t said a word. He unlocked the door, 
holding it open for the Pythia and dropping his wrist so he could step inside. When he did, he 


half-expected Tommy to follow him. Like he was just waiting until they were alone so he 
could unleash all the frustration brewing behind his eyes. 


Instead though, Tommy stayed outside the cell. When the Pythia looked over his shoulder, he 
saw that there was no frustration sitting behind the blue. Only exhaustion. 


“Night,” Tommy said softly. 
Then, before the Pythia could respond, the door slammed shut in his face. 
And just like that, he was alone again. 


He untied the blindfold, letting it drop to the floor as he took a breath to steady his pounding 
heart. Pressing the heels of his hands into his eyes, he waited until strange colors began to 
burst behind his eyelids before dropping onto his mattress, letting out a loud groan. 


“Clara,” he whispered to the empty air, “I don’t know what to do. Please, tell me how to 
serve you from here. Tell me what I should be doing.” 


The silence that wrapped around him was anything but reassuring. His eyes burnt with 
unshed tears. 


Let me go back, he pleaded in his head. PII do better this time. I swear. Just let me go back to 
when I knew what I was supposed to do, and I'll prove myself to you. I'll prove myself as 
many times as it takes. 


That night was once again marked by no dreams. 
o> 


The next morning, Tommy acted like the incident the day before had never happened. The 
Pythia wasn’t sure if this was relieving or infuriating. 


On the one hand, he wanted Tommy to say something about it. Even if it was just to call him 
a dick, at least it’d be an acknowledgement. On the other hand, the cold hand of fear kept 
gripping the back of his neck every time he wondered what kind of punishment they might 
give him for that. 


But considering how Tommy was chatting away like nothing was wrong, he had a feeling he 
wasn’t going to get either of those reactions. No acknowledgement, and no punishment. 


It was driving him nuts. 
“Did you ever try, like, those exploding jelly ball things?” 
Tommy’s sudden question startled the Pythia out of his thoughts. 


“What?” 


“Those jelly things! The ones that burst in your mouth and get you high!” Tommy explained, 
using his hands to mimic a small explosion as they made their way down the hall. “I always 
see those ads on billboards for them, but I don’t have an ID, so it’s not like I can prove I’m 
eighteen to buy them.” 


“Wait, you don’t have an ID?” The Pythia asked, frowning at him. 
“Nope!” Tommy quipped. “I’m legally dead!” 
The Pythia blinked. “What the fuck?” 


“I’m considered a terrorist. Of course I’m legally dead.” Tommy scoffed as if it was 
something obvious. “Anyway, you didn’t answer my question. Did you ever try the jelly 
balls?” 


“Tf you’re talking about joy pearls, no, I’ve never tried them,” the Pythia told him, folding his 
arms over his chest. 


The light at the end of the hall grew brighter as the cafeteria came into view, illuminating 
Tommy’s face enough to show his exaggerated pout. 


“You’re so fucking boring,” he huffed as they stepped through the archway. 


The Pythia ignored the insult. There were risks that came with a Pythia using mind-altering 
substances like joy pearls. Alcohol was fine, and while he’d never had a desire to try it, he 
was told by the palace physician that marijuana should’ve been alright as well. But when the 
reason for his entire existence was to interpret the will of a Goddess through visions of the 
future, the last thing he would want would be to confuse a drug-induced hallucination for a 
vision. 


Tommy dragged him over to the rug that his friends were already waiting for them at. He 
deposited the Pythia next to Aimsey, which was a slight relief considering he still didn’t want 
to make much conversation with Tubbo, and tried to avoid staring at Ranboo for too long if 
possible. 


“Morning guys,” Aimsey said, waving at both of them as the Pythia settled himself on the 
rug. 

“Mornin’,” Tommy replied, turning on his heel again to head to the front of the cafeteria so 
he could grab both his and the Pythia’s food. “Be right back!” 


Now alone with Tommy’s friends, the Pythia shrunk back so he was sitting only on the edge 
of the rug. One of them was going to bring it up. They had to. 


Neither Tubbo or Ranboo had paused their conversation to greet him and Tommy. Their 
voices were hushed as they spoke in low whispers, Tubbo snickering every few moments 
while Ranboo looked as if he was trying to hide a grin. It was almost like he wasn’t even 
there. 


Aimsey, meanwhile, was giving him a smile far too bright for this hour of the morning. 


“Did you sleep well last night, Pythia?” They asked without a single hint of sarcasm in their 
words. 


For a moment, the Pythia could only stare. Why would Aimsey be asking how he slept? Was 
that supposed to be a joke? Something referring to last night? If so, it didn’t make much 
sense. Not to mention, the question seemed genuine. So... what did it mean? 


“Uh, fine?” He tried. 


Aimsey nodded. “That’s good! For some reason my room was so hot last night. I think some 
of the steam from the bathhouse got carried into my room since it’s close to it? I dunno, but I 
felt like I was being boiled...” 


They continued to ramble on about their struggle to sleep the night before, but the Pythia 
tuned it out as he tried to understand what was going on. It was one thing for Tommy, who 
had to put up with his shit every day, to ignore the incident from the night before. But he at 
least thought Tubbo would make a comment about it. Or Aimsey to ask why he did it. 


His anger from the night before began to simmer once again, bubbling behind his ribs, 
building up and up as it began to claw at his throat. 


“Here you go.” Tommy’s voice cut into his thoughts as a tray of food was shoved in his face. 
He lurched back, clenching his jaw before taking the offered food. Tommy didn’t seem to 
notice his internal turmoil as he sat down beside him, stretching his legs out in front of him 
before taking a bite out of a bread roll. 


His breakfast today seemed to be some kind of soup—light broth with some green vegetables 
floating inside of it, along with a few pieces of bread on the side. From the corner of his eye, 
he watched Tommy tear off a piece of bread from his roll and dip it in the soup, humming at 
the taste as he flashed Aimsey a smile. 


“Tommy, has steam from the bathhouse ever gotten into your room before?” Aimsey asked as 
soon as he was settled. 


“No,” Tommy said, shaking his head. “Didn’t think it could travel that far away from the 
river.” 


Aimsey furrowed their brows. “I guess that makes sense, but my room is really close to the 
river and last night I think some of it got in.” 


“Wait, that’s a great idea for a prank,” Tubbo suddenly cut in, a manic smile spreading over 
his face. “If you could get, like, some vacuum tubes and hook up the other end to someone’s 
room, you could just fill it with steam and it’d be like a sauna!” 


Immediately, Tommy’s eyes lit up. “Oh holy shit, that’d be so funny. Imagine just waking up 
and you’re drenched in sweat...” 


The four began to dive into a discussion about the merits of using steam to prank someone, 
but the Pythia wasn’t paying attention. His eyes were fixed on the soup. His eyes were fixed 


on the soup while the conversation flowed over his head like boiling water. Aromatic steam 
curled up from the bowl and around his face, the anger crawling further up his throat. 


The entire scene was familiar. Tommy, Tubbo, Ranboo, and Aimsey talking about something 
silly while he focused on his food. It was what had happened nearly every morning since he 
got here. Nothing changed. No matter what he did, they just didn t care. 


He pushed to his feet in one smooth motion, his knuckles white where he was gripping the 
edges of the tray. 


Tommy glanced up at him with a frown. “Uh, you good?” 


Instead of responding, the Pythia tipped his tray over, the soup spilling all over the rug as the 
bowl bounced onto the stone floor. There was a loud thunk! as he dropped the tray on top of 
it, and all at once, the quiet murmur of conversation in the cafeteria fell silent. 


All eyes were on him. The anger was still simmering, but dropping the soup hadn’t done 
anything to make it go away. He was restless, shifting from foot to foot as his blindfolded 
gaze met Tommy’s, bracing himself for the explosion. 


There was a moment of silence as Tommy glanced between the spilled soup and the Pythia. 
“That’s a waste of food,” he eventually said. 


The thing was, while there was definitely frustration lining his words, there was no anger. At 
least, not the kind that was burning the Pythia from the inside out. Once again, there was that 
strange exhaustion weighing on Tommy’s shoulders, and the Pythia shoved away the guilt 
before it could even properly form. 


“T wasn’t hungry,” the Pythia shot back, fighting to keep his voice as emotionless as possible. 
Tommy looked down at the soup again. “You should clean that up.” 

“Or what?” He challenged, ignoring the stab of fear in his gut. “You’ ll kill me?” 

Another beat. Tommy’s shoulders slumped. 

“Fine. Go wait by the door while I clean-” 

“I can do it,” Aimsey quickly said, already getting to their feet. 

Tommy furrowed his brows. “Are you sure?” 

Aimsey nodded. “Yeah, don’t worry. PI clean it up.” 

“You should finish your breakfast before you leave,” Ranboo chimed in. 


Glancing up at the Pythia again, Tommy shook his head. “I’m not hungry anymore. You guys 
can have it.” 


Tubbo frowned at this. “Tommy-” 


“Seriously, it’s fine,” Tommy said, patting Tubbo’s shoulder as he got to his feet. “I'll see you 
guys later, okay?” 


Then, ignoring the protests of his friends, Tommy grabbed the Pythia by the wrist and 
dragged him out of the cafeteria. Again, his grip was loose—almost too loose. It was as if he 
was taking extra care to avoid any risk of hurting the Pythia, which only made his frustration 
worse. 


As soon as they were out of the cafeteria, the Pythia ripped his hand out of Tommy’s grip. He 
expected some kind of protest, or for Tommy to at least shoot him a stern look, but he didn’t 
react. He let his hand drop to his side and kept his eyes straight ahead. 


The Pythia wrapped his arms around himself, his chest starting to burn with something that 
definitely wasn’t anger. 


When they reached the starry ceiling, Tommy turned like he was going to take him to Niki’s 
place like they had been doing the past few days. But instead, he turned to one of the other 
doors that lined the walls, and knocked on it a few times before stepping back. 


After a few seconds of waiting, the Pythia heard a muffled voice from inside yell, “I’m 
working!” 


“Sam, my hand is on the fritz again!” Tommy shouted back. “Can you take a look?” 


Oh. Sam was the man with the dark green hair from the football game the night before. 
Tommy had mentioned before that he was the engineer for the Deathling’s cybernetics, so he 
supposed it made sense that Tommy was here if his hand really was acting up. 


“Alright, come on in!” Sam called back. 
With a loud huff, Tommy pushed open the door, gesturing for the Pythia to follow him inside. 


The room was perfectly identical to Niki’s in terms of layout. Same stone walls and floor, 
same arch-shaped wall recesses filled with electric candles, and the same stone bed sitting 
beside the far left wall. From there things began to differ, with Sam’s desk being much larger 
than Niki’s, and covered in an array of scrap metal and random wires. Along with that, 
instead of a wooden cabinet in the back of the room, the entire wall was covered in metal 
cabinets, different tools and pieces of metal sticking out at random. 


And then there was Sam himself. He seemed to be using the stone bed as another desk, 
hunched over it with a blowtorch in hand, melting some kind of purple metal together into 
the shape of... a bone? 


As soon as they entered though, the torching was cut off. Sam lifted the black visor he was 
wearing above his head, his black and green eyes fixating right on the Pythia with such 
intensity it almost made him jolt. 


“Tommy,” Sam greeted despite not looking at him, “you brought the Pythia here.” 


His voice was tight. Not angry, but not friendly either. It was one of the coldest reactions he’d 
gotten since arriving here, and strangely enough, that loosened the tight ball in his chest just 
the tiniest bit. 


At the same time though, the fear curling around him grew colder. 


“Just ignore him,” Tommy said, brushing past the Pythia to walk over to Sam. “My hand is 
being fucking annoying and I need help with it.” 


Although Sam seemed unsure, glancing between the two of them a few times, eventually he 
sighed and turned to face Tommy fully. 


“Let me see,” he said, his tone far more gentle this time as he held his own hand out. 


Tommy sighed as he placed his prosthetic hand in Sam’s, and Sam peered at it for a few 
moments before dropping the hand to move his blowtorch setup off the stone bed. He pushed 
it to one side and gestured for Tommy to sit up there. He hopped up and Sam took his hand 
again, holding it up to the light to get a better look. 


“What seems to be the problem?” He asked, tapping his fingers one at a time. 


“Y’know when I get tired and it gets harder to do, like, small things with it? Like untying my 
shoes?” Tommy asked. Nodding, Sam flipped his hand over again, and gestured for Tommy 
to continue. “It’s been doing that more often than usual. It’s still only at night, but it’s nearly 
every night now.” 


“Did you damage it all when you broke into the palace?” Sam asked, sitting in his own chair 
again and grabbing a small metal tool from his pocket. 


The Pythia’s jaw clenched when he remembered how cold the metal was against his skin as 
Tommy dragged him through the dark corridor. He remembered the way the hand had shoved 
him against the wall, his pearl veil cutting into his cheeks until he tasted blood. 


He remembered the hand from his vision. Intricate carvings sitting beneath that damn 
Deathling Mark. 


Tommy shook his head. “No, it was totally fine. But it only started acting up after that night.” 


Furrowing his brows, Sam nodded as he opened up a small panel in the heel of Tommy’s 
hand. A few wires poked out from the panel, and the Pythia watched Sam peer around inside, 
while Tommy tapped the fingers on his non-prosthetic hand rhythmically against the stone. 


After a moment, Sam closed the panel. “You said it only started after that night at the 
palace?” Tommy nodded, and Sam sighed. “Remember what I told you about managing 
stress?” 


Immediately, Tommy stiffened. “I’m not stressed.” 


The Pythia noticed Sam glance at him from the corner of his eye, before focusing back on 
Tommy. “There’s no visible damage that I can see. Technically, it could be problems with the 


nerve connectors, but that wouldn’t make sense unless you damaged it recently.” 


Scowling, Tommy shook his head. “I’m not stressed though! What do I even have to be 
stressed about?” 


“I dunno, breaking into the palace and kidnapping the most important person in the entire 
country might have something to do with it,” Sam pointed out in a completely deadpan voice. 


Tommy huffed, purposefully avoiding looking in the Pythia’s direction. “He doesn’t stress me 
out. Just annoys me.” 


“Look, Tommy,” Sam began, dropping Tommy’s hand again, “‘there’s nothing I can do 
without cutting open your hand to see if the nerve connectors are still in place. If it’s not 
causing you any major problems, then just try to focus on making sure you have plenty of 
downtime. If nothing improves after a few weeks, we’ll consider the nerve connectors again.” 


The Pythia was causing Tommy stress. That should’ve made him happy, knowing that even if 
Tommy wasn’t showing it, his actions were affecting him. To the point of making his 
prosthetic malfunction. 


For some reason though, this only made the ball in his chest tighten more. 
“Speaking of stress, how are your lungs doing?” Sam suddenly asked. 


“Same as always,” Tommy groaned, folding his arms over his chest. “They still do the weird 
hitch thing if I talk too fast or get too worked up, but only for a second.” 


The pauses in his breathing. The short gasps he sometimes did without warning. The Pythia 
had figured out there was something up with Tommy’s breathing, and now it seemed he had 
his answer as to what that was. 


Cybernetic lungs. Of course. It made perfect sense. 


Furrowing his brows, Sam turned around and walked over to his desk, rummaging around the 
scrap metal until he pulled out a handheld scanner of some kind. He made his way back to 
Tommy, gesturing for him to sit up straighter as he pointed the scanner at his chest. 


“You know how this goes. Breathe in for me.” 


Tommy complied, taking in a deep breath as the scanner lit up. A few seconds passed before 
the device let out a soft beep, and Tommy immediately exhaled at the sound. 


“Alright, it seems like things aren’t getting any worse, so at least there’s that,” Sam said, 
peering at the glowing screen on the back of the scanner. “Remember what I told you about 
avoiding things that could overwhelm the system?” 


“Yeah, I remember,” Tommy grumbled, folding his arms over his chest. “It’s fucking 
annoying, but I get it.” 


“Good. Like I said, it won’t kill you but-” 


“Sam, c’mon, have some faith, eh?” Tommy said, cutting him off with a wry grin. “I'll be 
fine! I got the best lungs in town, y’know? Built by the best damn cybernetics engineer the 
world has ever known!” 


Sam rolled his eyes, although the Pythia could see a small smile flicker over his face. “I told 
you, Tommy, this was a rush job done with very limited materials. Your lungs are far from 
my finest work.” 


“And yet I’m still breathing with them even after all these years,” Tommy pointed out, lightly 
punching Sam’s arm. “Though if you wanna prove your skills to me again, I have some 
ideas-” 


“I’m not putting a lighter in your hand.” 
That wry grin disappeared. “Why not?! Niki has one!” 
“I don’t trust you with fire,” Sam deadpanned. 


As Tommy began to splutter out a string of curses and reasons why he could definitely be 
trusted with fire, the Pythia found himself tuning out of the conversation, and shifted his 
focus to what he’d just learned. 


Not only did Tommy have cybernetic lungs, but they weren’t perfect. There was a flaw. 
Although he didn’t know exactly what the flaw was, Sam had mentioned that he had to avoid 
overwhelming the system. And judging by how frequently Tommy’s breathing faltered, it 
seemed as though it wouldn’t be hard to trigger that. 


The fact that Sam and Tommy had discussed this right in front of the Pythia was only further 
proof of how little they cared about what he did. Tommy didn’t see him as a threat. No one in 
the temple saw him as a threat. He was just there. 


In a strange way, it was almost familiar. Being treated like a decoration. Once again, he was 
reminded of how this place was still just as much of a cage as the palace had been. Even if his 
songs were ignored, at least they could be heard. But here in the temple there were no songs 
to sing. He was merely there to exist, and nothing more. 


The songbird could squawk and scream, destroying things and wasting food, but it wasn’t 
going to make a real impact. The Deathlings could just ignore the noise, no matter how much 
of a racket he made. 


But now a plan was forming in his mind. One that made the wings in his chest flap with 
panic, but filled him with determination all the same. 


This bird was going to escape. 
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suffocating the bird 


Chapter Summary 


The Pythia receives a vision. 
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An echoing knock against metal. 

Panicked gasps against the palm of his hand. 

Yelping. Arms burning as he struggles to pin him to the wall. 

Blue eyes bright with terror. 

Blue eyes fluttering shut. 

Heart pounding in his ears as he sprints for the door. 

The Pythia woke from the dream with a sharp gasp. Bolting upright, blankets fell away from 
his sides as disjointed sights and sounds flashed in his mind. His thoughts were clouded by a 
thick haze, and it took him an extra moment to process what this meant. What the 


implications of his dream actually were. 


Squeezing his eyes shut, he tried to burn them into his memory, not wanting to forget a single 
second of what Clara showed him. 


He’d had a vision. 


Clara had sent him a vision. 


Even in the heart of a Temple of Death, Clara could still see him. He wasn’t lost to Her. She’d 
been able to see him the entire time. 


He wasn’t sure if the thing bubbling up his chest was a laugh or a sob. 


The vision itself had shown him Tommy. It was disconnected and unclear exactly what was 
happening, but from what the Pythia could tell, it was an escape attempt. If Clara was 
showing him this, that meant She wanted him to escape from here. He’d kept her waiting for 
too long, and now She had to step in to tell him to get back to the palace and under Her gaze 
once more. 


“T- I understand, Clara,” he whispered to the air, kneeling on the stone as he lifted his eyes to 
the painted ceiling. “I understand what you want me to do, and I’ll do everything in my 
power to carry out Your Will.” 


The room wrapped him in silence. He suppressed the urge to shudder. 


This was it. This was his purpose. Clara wanted him to escape, which meant he had no choice 
but to go through with it now. 


Reaching under his pillow, he pulled out a piece of paper covered in bright orange ink. A few 
nights before, he’d asked Tommy if he could have paper and something to draw with, citing it 
as something to do on nights he struggled to fall asleep. In reality though, he’d been using the 
supplies to draw out a map of the temple, and the result actually wasn’t all that bad. 


While the Pythia wasn’t much of an artist himself, the layout of the temple was clear on the 
page. One main chamber, with three chambers off to the side, each with their own rooms 
connecting from there. Even though he was sure there had to be more than just one entrance 
and exit from the temple, he didn’t know where a second one would be, meaning the way 
he’d come in with Tommy was the way he would have to leave from. 


The problem was the location of the door. It was right at the front of the main chamber. While 
Jack had been guarding the door the night he was kidnapped, since then he hadn’t seen 
anyone stationed by it—at least during the day. But even without a guard, the chamber was 
the central point of the temple. People walked through it all the time. If the Pythia somehow 
got to the door, he wouldn’t have any time to fuck around. Which was more than a bit nerve 
wracking considering he still wasn’t sure how to open the door in the first place. 


It’s not like he had any way of finding that out beforehand though, so he’d just have to pray 
to Clara that it would be easy to figure out. 


Although he couldn’t tell when the vision was going to happen, he knew that Clara would 
want it to be sooner rather than later. It would have to be at night after he and Tommy had 
both retired to their rooms. It couldn’t be too late, because if Tommy was asleep then the 
whole plan would go to shit, but it needed to be late enough that the other Deathlings weren’t 
going to be walking around the temple. 


Clara wanted him to do this. 


He refused to fail Her again. 
o> 
Tommy was unusually quiet that morning. 


It wasn’t that he seemed upset. No, there was no hint of anger or frustration in his voice the 
few times he did say something to the Pythia. But something was off. That much he could 
tell. 


When they arrived in the cafeteria, he expected Tommy to lead him to the same rug they 
always sat on with Tubbo, Aimsey, and Ranboo. The three of them were already waving him 
over, but to the Pythia’s surprise, Tommy instead turned the opposite direction. They made 
their way to an empty rug in the far corner of the cafeteria, and the Pythia didn’t miss the way 
Tubbo, Aimsey, and Ranboo were frowning at the two of them from a distance. 


“PIL go get our food,” Tommy said, his voice flat as he turned on his heel to the front of the 
room. 


For lack of anything else to do, the Pythia sat down on the empty rug. He curled against the 
wall, wrapping his arms around his knees and trying to ignore the questioning stares coming 
from the trio of Tubbo, Aimsey, and Ranboo. 


After a few moments, Tubbo got to his feet and headed to the front where Tommy was 
already loading up their trays. The Pythia watched the two of them talk, heads bowed close 
together and a worried frown painted across Tubbo’s face. Tubbo then raised an eyebrow as if 
asking a question, and Tommy shook his head, waving off Tubbo’s concern. 


As Tommy made his way back to their rug, the Pythia saw Tubbo give his friend one last 
worried look, before shaking his head and sitting back on his own rug with Aimsey and 
Ranboo. 


“Why aren’t we sitting with them today?” Was the first thing the Pythia asked when Tommy 
came back over with the trays. 


Tommy shrugged as he handed the Pythia his food, sitting down on the rug and immediately 
slumping against the wall. “Just don’t feel like talking too much today.” 


eh? 

“Are you sick?” The Pythia asked, frowning at him. 

Tommy let out an annoyed huff. “No, I’m not sick.” 

“You just said you don’t feel like talking,” the Pythia pointed out. 


“And that means I have to be sick?” Tommy questioned. The Pythia nodded, and Tommy 
scoffed. “I just don’t feel like fucking talking much today, okay?” 


There was a sharp edge to Tommy’s voice now that the Pythia rarely heard from him. An icy 
fire sat behind his eyes, but it was far from blazing. If anything, it reminded him of dull coals, 
only lighting up when stoked, but otherwise as cold as could be. 


The Pythia thought back to the night before. It had been two days since he dropped the soup 
on the ground, so it wouldn’t make sense for Tommy to get upset about that now. But nothing 
else had happened since then. They’d simply gone through their routine like normal. 


“Y’know, I thought it’d be a relief to get you to finally shut the fuck up, but this is just 
weird,” the Pythia muttered, taking a bite of his soyeggs—a cheap substitute for eggs. While 
they weren’t nearly as flavorful as real eggs, the texture was mostly the same, so he’d take 
what he could get. 


Beside him, Tommy’s fork clattered on his tray. 


“Can you seriously just shut up?” Tommy snapped, whipping his head towards him. “I’m not 
in the mood to deal with your bullshit today.” 


Oh? 


The Pythia couldn’t ignore the way something inside of him sparked at this. Because up until 
now, Tommy had been infuriatingly patient with him. Insults, giving him the cold shoulder, 
the entire mess that was him tipping over his breakfast the other day—none of it had shaken 
Tommy. 


But now that seemed to have changed. And the Pythia hadn’t even been the one to cause it. 


“Oh come on now,” the Pythia crooned, leaning closer to Tommy. “There has to be something 
that went wrong to get you all worked up like this. Did you find a hole in your favorite pair 
of socks this morning?” 


Tommy clenched his jaw, keeping his eyes firmly on his tray. “I swear to fucking Death 
Herself-” 


“What is it?” The Pythia pushed, grinning now. “You’ve been so unrattled by everything I’ve 
done, and suddenly you’re hanging on by a thread?” His smile sharpened as he pressed his 
shoulder to Tommy’s. “What’s got you so worked up, kiddo? You can tell me. It’s not like I 
have anyone else to talk to here.” 


He was just trying to get under Tommy’s skin. For the first time since he got here, there was a 
scab he could pick at. He wanted to know what pissed Tommy off, and he could see the boy 
struggling to keep his composure. His prosthetic hand was curled into a fist, and his 
eyebrows were twitching as he squeezed his eyes shut. 


“T’m not playing your stupid game,” Tommy suddenly said. “Just let me eat my fucking 
food.” 


“What game? I’m not playing a game here,” the Pythia shot back. “I just want to know what 
got on your nerves.” 


Tommy rolled his eyes. “So you can use it to bug me more?” 
“Precisely.” 


There was a beat of silence. The Pythia waited for Tommy to tell him to fuck off, or for him 
to finally snap. 


Instead though, he uncurled his fist and let out a deep sigh. 


“Nightmare,” he finally said in a low voice. “I had a fucking nightmare and barely got any 
sleep last night, so I’m a little out of it today. Are you happy now?” 


The Pythia blinked, his smile disappearing. 
That... That wasn’t what he’d been expecting Tommy to say. 


Of course, the Pythia was no stranger to nightmares himself. There’d been many times he’d 
woken up from non-vision dreams drenched in a cold sweat. His heart would pound in his 
chest as he stared at his ceiling, counting the threads of his canopy to try and root himself 
back into his body. To drag himself out of the mess in his head and back into the present 
moment. 


For some reason, he couldn’t imagine Tommy in that same position. Yet here they were. 


A heavy silence hung in the air between them. Tommy’s shoulders were hunched up, looking 
like he’d snap in two if the Pythia so much as tapped him. He kept his eyes on his food, but 
didn’t make a move to touch any of it. It was as if he was waiting for something. 


After a minute, 


“What? Got nothing to say to that?” Tommy challenged, looking up to meet the Pythia’s 
blindfold. 


And while the Pythia knew Tommy was expecting him to be a dick about that, now that he 
knew the reason for the dark circles hanging under his eyes, now that he understood why 
there was a slight tremble in his hands- 


He couldn’t do it. Not over something like that. 
“No, I don’t,” the Pythia said quietly, focusing back on his food. 


Tommy was silent for a moment. The Pythia could feel the weight of his stare on his 
shoulders. 


“Why not?” He then asked, exhaustion leaking into his words again. 
The Pythia shrugged. “Nightmares suck.” 


Another pause. 


“It’s just a dream,” Tommy muttered, bringing his knees up to his chest. “I know I shouldn’t 
get so freaked out by it because it’s not real, but they still fuck me up sometimes.” 


For some reason, his chest squeezed at how small Tommy’s voice was when he said that. It 
didn’t make sense considering that he and Tommy were about as far apart from friends as 
they could be. Tommy was his kidnapper. He was annoying, loud, and had done a lot of shitty 
things to him since they first met. There was no reason for the Pythia to feel bad for him. 


And yet, he couldn’t help but think that Tommy sounded so young. 


“T mean, you’re talking to the guy whose entire existence kind of revolves around dreams,” 
the Pythia pointed out, his voice low. “I’ve woken up having panic attacks because of my 
dreams before, so don’t get upset at yourself for being freaked out. Your brain can come up 
with some pretty terrifying things.” 


At this, Tommy frowned. “You’ve gotten panic attacks from...” he trailed off, clearly hesitant 
to put his question into words. 


The Pythia knew what he wanted to ask though. 


“Yeah, I’ve had panic attacks from my visions before,” he answered, pointedly not looking 
Tommy’s way now. “I’ve gotten them from my normal dreams too though.” 


Tommy considered this as some of the tension leaked out of his shoulders. “So you still 
dream normally too?” The Pythia nodded. “And you can tell the difference between a vision 
and a normal dream?” Another nod. 


Silence fell again. The Pythia wasn’t sure why he’d just told Tommy all of that, but the ache 
in his chest had lessened somewhat, so he didn’t regret it. Besides, it’s not like he divulged 
any important information. He just... told Tommy something he didn’t know already. 


“Here.” Tommy’s voice cut through his thoughts again, and the Pythia glanced up to see 
Tommy handing him a bread roll. 


“Oh, I have one,” the Pythia said, holding up his own roll. 


Tommy huffed and shoved his own bread onto the Pythia’s plate. “You like them more than 
anything else here, so take it. You don’t eat enough anyway.” 


With that, Tommy turned back to his plate, and refused to look in the Pythia’s direction again. 


Picking up the new bread roll in his hands, the Pythia tore it into two, watching steam curl 
out from the soft insides. The smell was heavenly, and he didn’t miss the way Tommy snorted 
when the Pythia’s stomach let out a low growl. 


When he was almost done with his second bread roll, his vision from the night before flashed 
through his mind again. 


Blue eyes bright with terror. 


Blue eyes fluttering shut. 
His plan. He needed to go through with it tonight if he could. 


The ache in his chest returned full force, and when he tried to eat the last of his bread, he 
realized he wasn’t hungry anymore. 


Nenana 
Night came far too quickly for the Pythia’s liking. 


The entire day dread hung over him like a dark cloud. It crawled up his spine, wrapping 
around his chest and making the bird inside his chest fight against the cage of his ribs once 
again. Every time he looked in Tommy’s direction, it only got worse. Because there was only 
one way this plan was going to work, and he was going to have to hurt Tommy to do it. 


That was the most puzzling part of all. While he was certainly afraid of the possible 
consequences if his attempt failed, more than anything, his worry wasn’t for himself at all. It 
was all centered around his kidnapper. 


Sam’s words kept playing on repeat in his mind. ”Like I said, it won t kill you but-” 


He repeated it to himself like a mantra. This wouldn’t kill Tommy. It would probably scare 
him, but it wouldn’t kill him. 


He hoped. 


It felt as if one minute, he was sitting in the cafeteria eating breakfast with Tommy. The next, 
he was in his room, his dinner already settling in his stomach. 


Tommy had spent the day doing more chores while the Pythia followed him like a lost 
duckling. There was less tension between the two of them then there had been for the past 
few days, and he was sure it had something to do with their conversation over breakfast. But 
the more he thought about that conversation, the worse the ache in his chest got, so he did his 
best to push it to the back of his mind. 


The Pythia truly, sincerely hoped that this wouldn’t give Tommy more nightmares. He didn’t 
deserve that. 


After Tommy had dropped him back off in his cell, he sat on his bed, staring at the ceiling as 
he struggled to decide if tonight was the night. His gut was telling him it was. There was no 
reason to put it off. Although Clara hadn’t given him any indicators for when his escape 
attempt happened, he just Anew She wanted it done tonight. 


He glanced at the door that separated his and Tommy’s room. A rock dropped into his 
stomach. 


Tommy wasn’t a good person. He had to remind himself of that. He was a Deathling, and had 
probably committed multiple acts of terrorism against his country. And again, Tommy had 
kidnapped him. He still shuddered when he remembered the haze that had settled over his 


mind when Tommy had tranquilized him, and although the cuts on his cheeks had healed 
over, he could still see the faint marks they’d left behind. Tommy had hurt him. In more ways 
than one. 


But... he was also eighteen. 


At eighteen years old, Tommy’s arms were covered in evidence of near-death experiences. 
From what the Pythia could tell, Tommy had joined the Deathlings at a young age. A very 
young age. He was almost starting to suspect that Tommy had been born into it, because even 
though Tommy called Phil by his first name, he wouldn’t be surprised if he found out that 
Phil was Tommy’s father. The two did share an uncanny resemblance after all. 


Either way, it was unlikely that Tommy had much life experience on his own before he joined 
the Deathlings. So could the Pythia really fault him for his loyalty to them if it was all he’d 
ever known? 


Gritting his teeth, the Pythia shook his head to try and clear away those thoughts. It didn’t 
matter. Tommy was still a Deathling, and he was keeping the Pythia from performing his duty 
to Clara. If he wanted to escape, he’d have to go through Tommy no matter what. 


The rock in his gut grew heavier. It was late enough. Now or never. 

“Clara,” he whispered under his breath, “I need guidance. Please.” 

He tried to picture Clara standing behind him, Her hands on his shoulders, steadying him as 
he prepared to execute his plan. A phantom warmth against his skin. One that was entirely 


made up, but he leaned into nonetheless. 


The cage of his ribs rattled as he pushed to his feet, and made his way to the door that led to 
Tommy’s room. 


“Tommy?” He called out, blood roaring in his ears as he knocked on the metal. “You 
awake?” 


A beat ticked by. 

Then another. 

Dread stabbed into his gut like a knife. 

“Coming!” Came Tommy’s muffled reply. 

The dread only grew stronger as he listened to Tommy’s footsteps approach the door. 

There was the sound of something unlocking, and the door swung open to reveal Tommy 
standing on the other side. His hair was sticking up in different directions, and his eyes were 


half-lidded, like he’d just been on the edge of sleep. 


“What’s up?” He asked, yawning mid sentence. 


The Pythia’s heart slammed against his ribs. For a moment, he was frozen, knowing what he 
had to do but his limbs refusing to take a step forward. 


“T- I need water,” he stammered out. “My pitcher ran out.” 


Narrowing his eyes, Tommy glanced over his shoulder at the pitcher behind him. “Oh, uh, 
okay. I have some in my room-” 


It was then that Tommy turned around to look back in his own room. 
It was then that Tommy’s back was turned to the Pythia. 
It was then that the Pythia knew this was the moment. 


Before he could let himself think twice, the Pythia shoved forward, grabbing Tommy by the 
shirt and driving him into the wall. Tommy gasped, eyes going wide with shock, but before 
he could fight back the Pythia lifted his hand and slammed it over Tommy’s mouth and nose. 


The Pythia wasn’t a fighter. Even before he became the Pythia, he always chose flight over 
fight. He was weak, but he was fast. Overpowering someone was never something he’d even 
attempted before. 


Even though Tommy was stronger than him, the Pythia was taller. And while that didn’t give 
him much of an advantage, it gave him a few extra seconds he knew he wouldn’t have had 
otherwise. 


Tommy squirmed under his grip, letting out muffled screams as he tried to push the Pythia 
away. He leaned all his weight into Tommy though, pinching his nose and keeping his hand 
over his mouth to block his airways as best he could. 


Panicked gasps puffed against his palm. His arms burned as he leaned his entire body against 
Tommy to keep him from pushing back. 


Suddenly, Tommy’s eyes widened as realization flooded through him. And it was at that 
exact moment, the Pythia felt his breathing hitch. 


His fighting became more frenzied. Tommy clawed at his arms, and the Pythia forced himself 
to hold on. Tommy’s chest rapidly rose and fell, hiccups clawing their way out of his throat as 
he had to fight to breathe. 


Then, his chest stopped moving. Tommy’s entire body went rigid as he tried to pull the 
Pythia’s hand off his face, but as the seconds ticked on, his eyes began to flutter shut. 


The Pythia yanked his hand away, and Tommy clutched at his chest, making strange 
wheezing sounds as he tried to take a breath. Before he could let his panic sink in, the Pythia 
shoved Tommy into his cell, and the boy fell to his knees just past the doorway. 


His mouth was open in a silent gasp. There was no air moving in and out of his lungs. 


For a moment, the Pythia could only stare in horror. Because Tommy was suffocating. He 
was hunched over and suffocating despite the fact that there was nothing stopping him from 
breathing. 


Nothing but his own lungs. 


The Pythia needed to go. He was running out of time and he knew it. But Tommy’s face was 
starting to turn blue and why the fuck were his lungs still not working- 


His vision flashed through his mind again. He had to leave before Tommy started breathing 
again. 


“I’m sorry!” the Pythia gasped out. 


As the door to his cell slammed shut, the last thing the Pythia saw were Tommy’s eyes bright 
with terror. 


Then, there was a wall of metal separating them, and the clock began. 


He couldn’t breathe. Panic was gripping him like a vice as he sprinted into Tommy’s room, 
only briefly taking note of the multi-colored clouds painted on the walls and the false stars 
twinkling on his ceiling as he made his way to the door. 


His head was a spiraling mess of panic and horror as Tommy’s terrified gaze kept flashing in 
his mind. He ran into the hallway, struggling to keep himself upright as he ran down the hall 
and past his own cell door, which was still firmly shut. 


Tommy could open it from the inside. But he hadn’t gotten up yet. 


The Pythia ignored the implications of what that could mean and forced himself to finish 
what he started. 


His legs burned as he sprinted into the main chamber, his footsteps echoing off the cavernous 
ceiling. He heard a faint yell from someone behind him but ignored it. Spinning on his heel, 
he bolted for the door, the watchful gaze of Kristin boring into his back. 


The door got closer. The voices behind him got louder. 

His lungs were screaming. His thoughts were spinning. He was almost there. 
Almost there. 

Almost there. 

Almost- 


Right before his fingers could brush the metal, something slammed into him with so much 
force, it sent him face first into the ground. Pain exploded in his skull as his head hit the 
stone, his vision spinning as he fought against the weight on top of him. 


“Let me GO!” He screamed, clawing at the person pinning him down like a rabid animal. 


The world was a kaleidoscope of grey stone and pink holograms and metal feathers as he was 
flipped onto his back, arms pinned to the ground as a crushing weight settled on his chest. He 
fought and fought and fought, but his energy quickly waned. He couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t 
think, and as his vision cleared and he saw who was pinning him to the floor, the last bit of 
hope he had shriveled up into nothing in his chest. 


“Please!” He begged anyway, even though he knew it was pointless. “Let me go! I can’t be 
here! I have to serve Her!” 


Above him, Phil’s face was twisted into a scowl. “Where’s Tommy?” He demanded instead 
of responding to his pleas. 


Immediately, the Pythia’s cries died out. Meeting Phil’s eyes behind his blindfold again, he 
couldn't stop the shame that washed over him as he thought back to Tommy’s terror. 


When he didn’t say anything, Phil’s scowl deepened. 


“T’m going to ask you again,” he repeated in a low voice, the grip on the Pythia’s wrists 
tightening enough to make him whimper, “where is Tommy?” 


The Pythia took a shaky breath. “He- He’s in my cell. I got him to open our shared door and 
threw him in there.” 


“How did you overpower him?” Another voice cut in, and the Pythia looked past Phil’s 
shoulder to see Techno standing over them both. 


The Pythia shrunk back under the duo’s furious stares. They were going to kill him now. He 
was sure of it. 


“His lungs,” he whispered, and Techno and Phil’s eyes both widened in horror. “You- You 
need to go check on him. I don’t- I didn’t wait to see-” 


Phil was jumping off of him and running before the Pythia could even finish his sentence. 


Techno watched him go, looking as though he was barely holding himself back from running 
after him. But instead, he crouched down in front of the Pythia. 


“You should send your prayers to your goddess now,” Techno whispered, his red eyes blazing 
with a kind of fury that made the Pythia’s blood run cold. “Pray that he’s not dead, because if 
he is, you won’t find any mercy in Death.” 


With that, Techno pushed himself to his feet, and yanked the Pythia up with him by the wrist. 
Pain flashed through his arm, but he forced down his yelp as he tried to catch his balance. He 
staggered forward, dizziness washing over him, but Techno caught him before he could fall. 


Techno then pulled something out of his pocket. He tugged the Pythia’s hands behind his 
back, and a tight band wrapped around his wrists, binding them together. 


The Pythia’s chest was heaving. His temples were throbbing, and nausea was crawling up his 
throat, his dinner threatening to reappear any second now. 


“Sam said it wouldn’t kill him,” the Pythia murmured. 
Techno’s eyes narrowed. “What?” 


“He and Tommy were talking about his lungs the other day,” he clarified, his voice hoarse 
from screaming. “Sam said that if they were overwhelmed it wouldn’t kill him.” 


“That’s not a guarantee,” Techno pointed out. “You can never guarantee something like that 
with cybernetics.” 


Oh. Fuck. 
“I ’m-” 
“What’s going on?” 


The Pythia bit back a wince as Tubbo poked his head into the main chamber, frowning as he 
noticed Techno’s hold on him. 


Techno opened his mouth to reply, but paused, before making some strange hand gestures at 
his head and pointing at Tubbo. Before the Pythia could ask what he was doing, Tubbo 
responded with, 


“Yeah, they’re on. What the fuck’s happening?” 


“Clara’s Chosen tried to escape,” Techno explained, pulling on the Pythia’s arm to guide him 
back towards the cell. 


Tubbo’s mouth dropped open in shock, before his head snapped back in the direction of the 
cell. “Where’s Tommy?” 


“Phil’s checking on him now,” Techno explained, leading the Pythia into the hallway with 
Tubbo now on his other side. “Apparently he did something to Tommy’s lungs.” 


For a moment, Tubbo frowned, as if he didn’t process what he said. 
Then, the realization hit. 
“You fucking SHI-” 


Suddenly, Techno was throwing himself in between Tubbo and the Pythia, blocking Tubbo 
from physically attacking him. He was still holding onto the Pythia’s arm with one hand, but 
used his other arm to push Tubbo back. 


“Tubbo!” 


“No!” he protested, trying to duck under Techno’s arm to get to him. 


“Ranboo!” Techno yelled down the hall. “I need you!” 


Immediately, Ranboo’s head poked out from one of the many doors lining the hallway. 
“Techno? What’s-” He cut himself off the second he saw Tubbo. Running over, he grabbed 
Tubbo from behind, ignoring his screams of protest as he dragged the much shorter boy away 
from the Pythia. “Tubbo! What’s going on!” 


“Let go of me! He hurt Tommy!” Tubbo exclaimed, trying to squirm out of Ranboo’s grip 
(with little success). 


Ranboo froze, still holding onto Tubbo, but staring at the Pythia with unbridled fear. 
“What did you do?” He whispered. 


“Look, we’ll give everyone a rundown later. I need to go see how Tommy’s doing,” Techno 
said, turning the other direction with the Pythia in tow. 


They stumbled along the dark hallway, anxiety writhing inside the Pythia’s gut as they got 
closer and closer to his cell. Phil was nowhere to be seen, and neither was Tommy. 


He wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or a bad one. 


Techno paused outside the door to the cell. Neither one of them could hear any noise coming 
from inside. The rock that hadn’t left the Pythia’s gut the entire evening only grew heavier. 


“Kristin.” Techno’s head was turned up to the ceiling, his voice so low the Pythia could 
barely hear him. “Not yet. Please.” 


The Pythia was shaking as Techno typed in the passcode for the door. There was a soft whir 
as it unlocked. Then, after taking a deep breath, Techno forced the door open. 


The first thing the Pythia saw in his room was Phil crouching down next to the wall. 


The second thing he noticed was Tommy leaning against the wall—eyes open and chest 
moving up and down. 


Oh thank fuck. 


Phil had a hand resting on Tommy’s shoulder, using his other hand to gesture up and down, 
like he was guiding Tommy on how to breathe. Tommy’s eyes were focused on his hand, 
following the motion as his own chest mimicked the pattern. 


When Techno brought the Pythia into the room though, both their heads snapped towards 
them. 


“He’s okay?” Techno asked, still sounding unsure. 
Phil gave a small nod. “Yeah. Shaken up, but he’s okay.” 


Although it was subtle, the Pythia didn’t miss the way Techno’s shoulders slumped at this. 


Meanwhile, Tommy’s eyes met the Pythia’s blindfold, and the Pythia’s own breathing 
hitched. 


Tommy’s eyes were bloodshot, his mouth set into a grim line. He had his arms wrapped 
around himself, but despite that, the Pythia could see he was trembling. 


A beat passed. Tommy opened his mouth to speak. 
“VYou-” 


Immediately, he was cut off by a violent coughing fit. His voice sounded like gravel, and Phil 
frowned, shaking his head at Tommy in the same way a disapproving father would. 


“Don’t try to speak,” Phil told him. “Just focus on breathing.” 


Tommy scowled at this, but didn’t try to speak again. Techno let go of the Pythia’s arm, 
leaving him by the door as he made his way over to Tommy. 


The Pythia shrunk into the corner as he watched Techno crouch in front of Tommy. Although 
no words passed between them, he could see a silent exchange taking place, with Techno 
raising an eyebrow and Tommy nodding. Then, Tommy let out a deep sigh and slumped 
forward. Techno caught him and pressed his forehead against Tommy’s, both closing their 
eyes for just a moment. 


As soon as the moment happened though, it was gone. Techno got back to his feet, while 
holding out a hand for Tommy to take. Although Tommy was unsteady, he was able to stand, 
and then Phil rose up beside him as well. 


The Pythia stumbled away from the trio as they made their way to the door leading out of his 
cell. Techno and Phil stood on either side of Tommy like guards, although Tommy was 
scowling like he wasn’t thrilled with their behavior. 


Before they could leave though, Tommy’s eyes flashed to him again. He tapped Phil’s 
shoulder, pointing to him and raising a questioning eyebrow. 


“We’ll deal with him tomorrow,” Phil reassured him. 


Tommy spared one last long look at the Pythia, before sighing and allowing himself to be led 
out of the cell. The door slammed shut behind them, and just like that, the Pythia was alone. 


Again. 


Seconds ticked by. And then minutes. The Pythia didn’t move from where he was standing. 
He was frozen as he stared at the door, like he was waiting for someone to rush back in and 
attack him. 


It took nearly fifteen minutes for the reality to settle on his shoulders. It trickled into his 
mind, suffocating the bird in his chest as he slowly dropped to his knees. 


Clara had wanted him to escape. But he couldn’t. 


He failed Her. 


A part of the Pythia wanted to cry, but he couldn’t. There was too much going on inside of 
him. Too many conflicting thoughts and feelings—panic, horror, anger, frustration—like 
feathers caught in the wind, they spun around and around in his mind. Never settling, but 
never giving him peace either. 


Eventually, his exhaustion got the better of his shock. He went to lean back on his bed and 
felt pain flare up his arms. It was only then he realized that Techno had never untied his 
wrists, and they were still bound behind his back. 


In a way, he supposed he deserved it. Though whether it was for his failure to Clara, or for 
what he’d done to Tommy, he wasn’t sure. 


Because his arms were still tied behind his back, he couldn’t take his blindfold off. So he left 
it on, falling face first into the pillow as exhaustion created a haze in his mind. It didn’t get 
rid of his conflicting feelings, but blocked them out with numbness instead. A numbness that 
was both physical as well as mental. 


His arms were numb. His mind was numb. 
His chest wasn’t numb. His chest ached horribly. 


For a while, he floated in the space between dreams and waking. He was aware of his body 
laying on the mattress, and he was aware of the discomfort in his arms. But he wasn’t fully 
there. Half-dreams floated behind his eyes—disjointed memories echoing in his ears without 
any rhyme or reason to them. 


”Clara has asked for you, boy. This isn t an offer, its a calling you cant say no to.” 
A soldier’s voice. 


“So we’re gonna be working together once I take my old man’s crown, eh? Then just call me 
Schlatt. Everyone else does.” 


Things had been so different between him and Schlatt back then. 


“You are not a person. You are the bridge between humanity and the divine. The sooner you 
understand that, the easier it will be.” 


The former Pythia’s last piece of advice. 
”Please come play with us! We won t have even teams without you, Wi-” 


The Pythia was jolted out of the half-dreams by the sensation of someone grabbing his arms. 
He was too tired to move, so he stayed limp, feeling deft fingers gently undo the band around 
his wrists. 


His arms ached as they fell limp to his sides. He didn’t move though, and listened to the 
person behind him get back to their feet. Their footsteps were soft, and he could feel eyes 


lingering on his face. But even though his blindfold was still on, he didn’t dare open his eyes, 
terrified of who he might find in the room with him. 


After a few moments of silence, the footsteps faded as the person left. 


It was only after the door clicked shut that the Pythia realized that one of the hands undoing 
his ties was made of metal, while the other wasn’t. 


That was his last coherent thought before slipping fully into sleep. 
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Chapter Summary 


Actions have consequences—or do they? 
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The morning after his escape attempt, the Pythia was woken up by someone walking into his 
room. 


His eyes flew open, panic seizing his chest as he immediately moved to cover his eyes. But 
then he felt fabric against his face, and remembered that he’d fallen asleep with his blindfold 
on. The vice grip around his heart released, and he slumped back into the mattress, letting out 
a sigh of relief. 


Then, the rest of the previous day’s events washed over him, and fear gripped him even 
tighter than before. 


Bolting upright, the Pythia shrunk back the moment his blindfolded gaze met Phil’s ice cold 
one. 


“You sleep with that thing on?” Was the first thing Phil asked, narrowing his eyes at the 
blindfold. 


The Pythia clenched his jaw. “Not, uh, not usually.” His thoughts tripped over themselves as 
he tried to remember why he slept in the blindfold. But then he shifted his arms to wrap 
around himself, and an ache ran through his wrists, reminding him of the metal and flesh 
hands that had undone his ties when he was lost in his disjointed dreams. 


That had to have been Tommy who untied him. But why would he do that? Why would he 
care if the Pythia was uncomfortable when he’d almost killed the kid earlier that same night? 


The question burned in his mind, but with Phil’s gaze piercing through him, it was one he 
was forced to push aside for the time being. 


For a moment, Phil looked as though he wanted to ask more about the blindfold. His eyes 
lingered on it, making the Pythia feel like he was staring straight through him. His mouth was 
pressed into a thin line, his shoulders tense with silent anger. Dark circles had settled 
themselves under his eyes, and despite the fact that he wasn’t wearing his metal wings right 
then, the Pythia could perfectly imagine the metal feathers being ruffled with frustration. 


After another beat, Phil turned his face to the shared door between his and Tommy’s rooms. 
A weight the Pythia hadn’t even realized was there lifted off his shoulders. 


“You could’ve killed him,” Phil finally said, arms folded over his chest. 


Nausea crawled up the back of the Pythia’s throat. “I wasn’t trying to. I just needed to get 
past him.” 


At this, Phil scoffed. “You didn’t think that overwhelming a pair of cybernetic lungs to the 
point of not functioning wouldn’t potentially kill him?” 


The Pythia flinched. “I- I didn’t think of it like that,” he defended weakly. “I didn’t want to 
hurt him. I just wanted to get out.” 


Phil was silent. The stone wall was cold against the Pythia’s back. 
“Is he okay?” He then asked in a small voice. 


“According to Sam there’ll be no long term damage,” Phil answered, still not looking at him. 
“It was just a scare.” 


Although the Pythia knew he shouldn’t carry so much guilt over what he did to a Deathling, 
Phil’s words let him take a full breath for the first time since his failed attempt. Tommy was 
going to be fine. He hadn’t hurt anyone. At least not permanently. 


But there were still going to be consequences for what he’d done. The bird in his chest began 
to beat its wings in panic when he realized that must be what Phil was here for. 


“So what happens now?” He asked, struggling to keep his voice steady. “Are you going to 
finally get it over with and kill me?” 


With the mess of emotions flying around his head, the Pythia found himself grasping onto 
one familiar thing he could use to defend himself. Anger. It simmered under his skin, 
reminding him of how close he’d been to freedom. Taunting him for his failure. But if he 
embraced it and shoved it back towards Phil, he could smother the fear bubbling up inside of 
him for just a little while longer. 


Seconds ticked by. The Pythia’s heartbeat echoed in his ears. 


Then, Phil turned back to face him. 


“No, Pythia. We’re not going to kill you,” Phil said, the anger having dissipated from his 
words, leaving it hollow. 


The Pythia frowned. Although he should’ve been relieved knowing he wasn’t about to meet 
his demise, frustration washed over him instead. Because it still didn’t make sense. None of 
what the Deathlings did made sense. 


“Are you fucking serious?” He snapped without thinking. “After all this—after I’ve been 
nothing but a thorn in your side since you first dragged me into this forsaken temple—you’re 
still not going to do anything?” 


Phil narrowed his eyes at this. “What, do you want to be killed?” 
The Pythia stiffened. “No!” 


“Then why do you keep acting like you do?” Phil challenged, taking a step towards him. 
“Youre right to describe yourself as a thorn in my side. You throw tantrums like a fucking 
toddler—dropping food on the ground, ruining a game for no good reason—it was annoying, 
yes, but it wasn’t anything we couldn’t deal with. But then-” Phil crouched down so he was at 
eye level with the Pythia, who was still sitting on his bed, “then you nearly killed Tommy.” 


There was a threat threaded through his words, but the Pythia clenched his jaw, and refused 
to let himself shrink in front of the leader of the Deathlings. 


“What did you expect me to do?” He shot back, lifting his chin. “Did you think I’d just go 
along with being kidnapped? That I’d accept this place as my new ‘home’ and happily live 
here for the rest of my life?” A bitter laugh bubbled up from his chest. “Of course I was 
going to fight, you fucking imbecile.” 


Something sparked in Phil’s eyes at the insult, and the Pythia tensed, ready to jump back if he 
needed to. 


Instead though, after a beat, the spark fizzled out and Phil let out a deep sigh. Leaning back, 
he sat down on the floor completely, dragging his hands down his face and letting his 
hunched shoulders drop. 


“Youre right,” he muttered between his fingers. 
The Pythia blinked. “What?” 


Opening his eyes again, Phil pushed his hair back from his face, worry and exhaustion clear 
in the lines around his mouth. “I said you’re right. I fucked up. I don’t really know why, but I 
expected you to be more complacent. But if I was in your shoes, I’d do the exact same thing.” 


Complacent. A decoration. A pretty bird. It was all the same thing, dressed up in different 
words. 


“T serve my Goddess,” the Pythia said. 


Phil nodded. “As I serve mine.” He turned to meet the Pythia’s blindfold again. “This doesn’t 
change the fact that I’m fucking furious with you for hurting Tommy. I understand why you 
did it, but that doesn’t mean I’m okay with it.” 


The Pythia took a breath to try and steady his racing heart. “So what are you going to do 
about it?” 


Furrowing his brows, Phil considered this for a moment. 


“You ask that like you want me to say I’m going to hurt you,” Phil pointed out, icy eyes 
searching the Pythia’s face. “Why?” 


The nausea was back. 


“Because there’s no reason for you not to,” the Pythia explained, twisting his fingers together 
to hide their shaking. 


At this, Phil’s frown deepened. 


“Just because we’re followers of Death doesn’t mean we’re cruel people,” Phil explained. “I 
know you might not believe that, but it’s true. Like I said, I’m furious with you, but I have no 
desire to hurt you.” 


No, that- that didn’t make sense. If Phil was as upset with him as he claimed, he’d want to 
hurt him. And given his reaction to Tommy the night before, he wasn’t lying when he said he 
was furious with him. 


Unless... Unless he was still just a bird in a cage to the Deathlings. A misbehaving bird, sure, 
but you didn’t beat a bird for pecking at the bars of its cage. You simply put a blanket over 
the cage to shut it up. 


“Why can’t you just get it over with?” The Pythia asked, frustration twisting his words. 
Phil blinked. “Get what over with?” 
He was playing stupid. 


“Fucking hit me or something!” The Pythia shouted, the cage of his chest violently rattling 
now. “Hit me, starve me, try to kill me- I can’t take it anymore! I’m sick of waiting to see 
what’s going to make you snap so just get it over with already!” 


He was heaving now, heart slamming against his ribs as conflicting emotions collided over 
and over again in his mind. He was angry that Phil wouldn’t just get it over with, but he was 
also terrified of what would happen when he did. He was frustrated that even here he was still 
being treated like a decoration, but he had no idea how he’d react if they treated him as 
anything else. 


The Pythia had failed. Failure had consequences. 


Phil stared at him with wide eyes, something unreadable flashing over his face. After the 
longest ten seconds of his life, Phil scooted backwards, holding his hands up by his head as 
he slowly rose to his feet. 


“We’re not going to hurt you, Pythia,” Phil told him in a way that wasn’t kind, but wasn’t 
upset either. “So stop trying to make us.” 


And with that, Phil turned on his heel and left the room without another word. 
oo> 


For the first time since he was brought to the temple, the Pythia spent the entire day inside his 
cell. 


At first, he was sure that Phil would come back at some point. Despite claiming that he 
wouldn’t hurt the Pythia, there had to be some kind of consequence for his escape attempt. So 
he sat against the wall, arms wrapped around his knees, anxiety twisting in his gut, and 
nausea burning the back of his throat as he waited. 


And waited. 
And waited. 


Hours passed. Or maybe it was minutes. The Pythia couldn’t tell because he didn’t have a 
clock in his cell. Eventually, his anxiety gave way to boredom. A headache pounded in his 
temples because of how long he’d been wearing the blindfold for, but he didn’t dare take it 
off considering someone else could walk in at any second. 


He thought back to the vision. The events of his escape attempt played out exactly like he’d 
seen in his dream, but was that where his failure was? Had Clara been trying to show him 
how not to escape? But he hadn’t even decided on an escape plan until he received the vision. 
So Clara must’ve wanted him to try and escape that way, or else she would’ ve waited until he 
decided on a plan to show him it was wrong. 


The more he tried to make sense of it, the worse his headache got. 


As the hours ticked on, the rock in his gut got heavier and heavier. Guilt was weighing him 
down, because Tommy didn’t deserve that. Not in the slightest. This was especially obvious 
to him now that he was facing the reality of sitting in his cell alone for an entire day—the 
very thing Tommy had refused to do to him despite how many times he tried to goad Tommy 
into it. 


Tommy had said staring at the wall for an entire day would drive him nuts. The Pythia was 
beginning to realize how true that really was. 


After what felt like eons compressed into hours, the cell door swung open without warning. 
The Pythia jumped back, limbs stiff from spending the entire day sitting on the ground. He 
was prepared to see Phil again, and tried to figure out what else the man might want to talk to 
him about. 


Fear shot through him when he found himself staring into a pair of bright red eyes instead. 


Techno’s face was unreadable as he let the door shut behind him. There was a tray of food in 
his hands, holding a few bread rolls and some other kind of artificial meat the Pythia hadn’t 
tried yet. He shrunk back when Techno’s gaze fell on him, expecting the man to scowl. 


To his surprise, Techno’s face didn’t change when he spotted him. He simply took a few steps 
forward, and crouched down to set the tray in front of him. 


“Sorry we didn’t bring you anything for breakfast. Things were a bit hectic this morning,” 
Techno said, moving back so he was standing by the door again. 


Oh. The Pythia thought that had been intentional on their end. 


“It’s fine,” he muttered, trying to ignore the growling in his stomach as he pulled the tray 
closer. Picking up a bread roll, he tore it in half and watched steam curl out from the warm 
insides, the hunger he’d mostly forgotten about through the day returning to him all at once. 


As he took his first bite, he glanced up and noticed Techno hadn’t left. He stood by the door, 
eyes narrowed as he watched him eat the bread, and the Pythia felt heat rise to his cheeks. 


“Uh, do you need something else?” The Pythia asked, setting the bread roll down. 


Techno was silent for a beat. Then, he sat down on the ground against the door, leaning back 
with his arms folded over his chest. 


“You talked to Phil this morning,” he said, his voice flat. 
The Pythia nodded, wondering where this was going. “I did.” 


Another beat passed. Techno stared at him, unblinking, before bringing one of his knees up to 
his chest and resting his arm on top of it. 


“Y’ know, everyone in the temple is pretty pissed at you for what you did to Tommy.” 
The Pythia winced. “I know-” 
“But,” Techno continued, cutting him off, “it’s our own fault for letting it happen.” 


For a moment, the Pythia wondered if he heard him wrong. When Techno’s flat expression 
didn’t change, and he realized that he had indeed heard him correctly, he frowned. 


“What?” 


“Look, despite how pissed I am at you right now for hurtin’ the kid, I can also take a step 
back and see how this is more our fault than yours,” Techno said, fiddling with the rings on 
his fingers. “You’ve been kidnapped. Of course you were gonna try to escape. But for some 
reason, we thought having one eighteen year old kid guarding you was gonna be enough to 
prevent that from happening.” 


It was similar to what Phil had said during their conversation. Despite the fact that he was the 
one who hurt Tommy, Techno was saying it was their own fault for letting it happen in the 
first place. Even though Techno had threatened his life just the night before, he was able to 
step back and view the situation as a whole. That was a level of rationality that the Pythia 
knew he wouldn’t have if the roles were switched. 


“Can I ask you something?” The Pythia then asked, his heart rate picking up again. 
Techno furrowed his brows, suspicion dripping from his gaze. “Shoot.” 


“What-” The Pythia’s breathing hitched, and he wrapped his arms around himself to try and 
calm the anxiety in his gut. “What was your long term plan for me? Like, when you first 
grabbed me, did you have any kind of end goal? Because it’s starting to feel like you didn’t.” 


The suspicion disappeared, and was replaced with something almost sheepish as Techno 
pushed his hair back from his face. 


“I was hoping you wouldn’t ask that,” Techno murmured, eyes falling to the ground. A beat 
passed, and he looked back up to meet the Pythia’s blindfold. “I think you’ ve already figured 
out what the answer to that is.” 


The Pythia’s jaw clenched. “You didn’t have a plan.” 


Techno shook his head. “Not really. Your kidnapping was a very rushed thing. We only got 
the idea for it a few weeks before, and knew that the ball was going to be the only chance we 
had to grab you. So it kind of became a, ‘do it first and figure out the rest later’ deal. Which 
was pretty stupid on our end, considering we were kidnapping a whole human being.” 


sT ’m not-” 


The Pythia cut himself off from correcting Techno’s last point. Because while it was true that 
the Pythia wasn’t supposed to be considered a human being so much as a vessel for the 
divine, that was a whole thing he had to explain, and he wasn’t sure how receptive Techno 
would be to a lesson on Pythian tradition right now. 


Techno raised an eyebrow in silent question. The Pythia shook his head. 
“Never mind. Go on.” 


Although Techno seemed suspicious of what he was going to say, after a beat, he shook 
himself off and continued. 


“T’m just trying to say that we’re less pissed at you about this whole thing than we are at 
ourselves,” Techno explained. “We’re protective of what’s ours, y'know?” 


The Pythia blinked. “And Tommy is your...” he trailed off, letting the question hang in the 
air. 


“He’s Phil’s to protect, and he’s also mine to protect,” Techno said, leaving the explanation 
there. “It was our job to look out for him, and we didn’t do that. I wouldn’t put a scared dog 


in a cage and not expect it to try and bite back, so it was pretty stupid to think you wouldn’t 
try this at some point.” 


The Pythia huffed at this. “I like to think of myself as closer to being a songbird than a dog, 
considering I’m the Chosen for Clara and not some mangy mutt.” 


Techno narrowed his eyes. “I didn’t mean it like that.” 
“It’s fine. I’m a canary in a cage and all that.” 


“You're not. You’re a person,” Techno said, his tone leaving no room for argument. But 
despite that, the Pythia wanted to argue anyway. He wanted to repeat the former Pythia’s 
words to Techno, to make him understand his error. 


Again though, he didn’t think it was worth it to get into a theological debate about what his 
role actually meant. At least not right now. So he kept his mouth shut, and ignored the way it 
felt like there were bugs crawling under his skin. 


A suffocating silence fell over both of them. Techno’s gaze pierced through him, sending his 
stomach twisting itself into knots over and over and over again as he waited for the man to 
leave. 


Finally, after what felt like far too long but was probably only a few minutes, Techno pushed 
to his feet once more. 


“PII let you eat now. I'll see you later, Pythia.” 


Hiding his relief, the Pythia nodded and watched Techno walk out of the cell, the door 
slamming shut behind him. When he turned back to his food, he realized his anxiety had 
twisted all of his hunger away. 


He tried to eat what he could anyway. 


A few more hours passed. The night dragged on, and the Pythia began to wonder if this was 
going to be what all his days were like from now on. Just staring at the paint on the ceiling, 
waiting for someone to indulge him with conversation for a few minutes. Even if it was nerve 
wracking conversation, even if it was conversation with a Deathling, it was better than 
nothing. 


In a way, it felt like he was in purgatory. Waiting waiting waiting with no end in sight. 
Waiting for someone to open the door to his cell. Waiting for any idea of what to do next. 
Waiting for Clara to grant him Her Guidance once more, even though he didn’t deserve it. 


He wondered what Clara thought of him right now. Was She looking down on him with 
sympathy, or contempt? Was She upset at how Her Chosen was being treated, or did She 
think he deserved it for his failure? 


The colors on the ceiling began to swirl together the longer he stared at them. Rosy pinks and 
sunshine yellows blurred into shades of orange, growing brighter and brighter as his vision 


turned blurry. This was his night sky now. A beauty that was completely foreign to him. A 
reminder that this wasn’t where he belonged, no matter how gorgeous the sight was. 


In a way, the wait reminded him of a different time. A different life, almost. 


”Let me out of here!” He shouted, banging his fists against the wall. The sound echoed 
across the room, pain radiating through his fists and up his arms. Tears welled up in his eyes 
as he kept going, desperate for someone to open the door. Anyone. 


The door stayed shut. He was alone. 


When he’d lost all feeling in his hands, he pushed off the wall and looked around the room to 
try and see what else was there. Although the space seemed like a rather plain bedroom, he 
was sure that the bedsheets alone were worth more money than he’d ever seen in his entire 


life. 


Walking over to the bed, he ran his fingers along the blankets, shivering at how soft they 
were. The sheets ran over his fingers like water, and he was almost afraid to touch them 
because of how dirty his hands were. It felt like if he so much as leaned against the wall, he 
was going to permanently stain something, and he didn t want to find out what kind of 
punishment he’d get for that. 


So instead of sitting on the bed, or leaning against the wall, he sat on the floor. The marble 
was smooth and cool to the touch, shining with a fresh coat of polish that he was sure he was 
tarnishing. He could practically see his reflection in the surface, a silhouette with messy hair 
and sunken in eyes. 


The soldiers had told him that he’d been chosen by Clara for something. While they didn t 
say what it was, apparently it was really important. But if it was really that important, Clara 
had to be wrong. Because he wasn t anyone important. In fact, he was probably one of the 
least important people in the city. Clara wouldnt choose him for anything. 


In all honesty, he’d be surprised if Clara even knew he existed. Clara was supposed to be a 
Mother to all, but She definitely wasn t a mother to him. He’d always heard that mothers 
were supposed to keep you safe, but he couldn t remember the last time he felt safe. Mothers 
were supposed to look out for you, but he’d been chased and yelled at far too many times to 
think Clara had ever been looking out for him. 


He’d been called a lot of things in his life. Leech, rat, little shit, parasite—but chosen? 


No. They had the wrong kid. He was sure of it. It was only a matter of getting the soldiers to 
realize their mistake. 


His hands still stung from hitting the wall though. He’d stay here for now, and take as much 
care as possible not to mess up anything in this very fancy room. Then, when someone came 
to get him, he’d explain again why he wasn t the one they were looking for. 


Then... well, he wasn t sure what would happen to him after that. But thinking about what 
they might do to him once they realized he wasn t the one they wanted made his heart start 


beating really fast in his chest, so he tried not to think about it too much. 


Instead, he brought his knees up to his chest, and pretended not to notice the hot tears 
pouring down his cheeks. 


At the very least, the tears might wash off some of the dirt on him. 


Although the situation was similar, at least this time, the Pythia knew there hadn’t been any 
mistake about who he was. He was Clara’s, and that was never going to change. Even if that 
ended up being his doom. 


When the Pythia’s eyes began to grow heavy, he figured he might as well go to sleep since he 
had nothing else to do. He reached up to untie the blindfold, but before he could pull at the 
knot, a quiet knock echoed across the room. 


The Pythia immediately dropped his hands as his heart leapt into his throat. Because the 
knock hadn’t come from the door leading out of the cell. 


No, the knock came from the door that led to Tommy’s room. 
That- 


No, he had to be imagining things. There was no way Tommy was knocking on the door. 
There was no way Tommy wanted to be anywhere near him after- 


Another knock cut him off, more insistent this time. 

“Hello?” He called out, his voice wavering as his heart slammed against his ribs. 
“Hey,” Tommy’s muffled voice called back. “You got the blindfold on?” 

The Pythia’s hands were shaking as he pressed himself against the wall. “Um, yeah.” 
“Okay. I’m gonna come in then.” A pause. “I have a knife so, uh, don’t try any shit.” 


Then, before the Pythia could say anything else, the door was pushed open. He stayed frozen, 
blood rushing in his ears as Tommy stood in the doorway. 


For a moment, the two only stared at each other. 


Tommy didn’t look any different than he normally did. He was swallowed up by a lopsided, 
orange hand-knit sweater with sleeves that fell well past his hands (which he guessed 
might’ve been hiding the knife he mentioned). Besides that, he was just wearing a pair of 
sweatpants and fuzzy socks, and the Pythia wondered if he’d been trying to go to sleep. That 
would explain the dark circles under his eyes, and the way his hair was sticking up like he’d 
been tossing and turning nonstop. 


The Pythia waited for him to say something with bated breath. He waited for the yelling. He 
waited for the anger. He waited for all it with enough guilt bubbling up inside of him to 
drown him from the inside out. 


But as the seconds turned into minutes, the Pythia realized Tommy wasn’t going to do any of 
that. And when the silence became unbearable, he found his mouth opening on its own 
accord. 


“T thought they would’ve given you a different room,” the Pythia finally said. 


Tommy glanced over his shoulder at his room behind him, and took a step back to shut the 
door. Then, he looked back at the Pythia. 


“Phil suggested it, but I told him I didn’t wanna move.” 


The hoarseness he’d heard in Tommy’s voice the night before was gone, and the Pythia 
wasn’t sure if that made him feel better or worse. 


“Because you didn’t wanna move all your things?” The Pythia questioned, raising an 
eyebrow. 


Tommy shrugged, and sat down on the opposite wall the Pythia was leaning against. Despite 
his attempt to look relaxed, the tension in his shoulders was obvious, and the Pythia didn’t 
miss how his eyes kept darting around the room, like he was waiting for something to jump 
out at him. 


“Partly that, but I can’t keep an eye on you very well if I’m down the hall, now can I?” 
Tommy tried to smile like there was a joke in there somewhere, but the Pythia could tell it 
was forced. 


“You're still going to be my guard?” 


“Trying to be,” Tommy told him, his smile disappearing. “Techno and Phil aren’t thrilled at 
the idea, but I can be pretty convincing when I wanna be.” 


While a part of the Pythia wanted to ask why, wanted to try and understand why Tommy 
would want to keep his position as his guard after he almost killed him, when he opened his 
mouth to ask... no words came out. 


There was something in Tommy’s face that made him not want to ask. Something behind his 
eyes. A kind of quiet exhaustion tinged with something completely unreadable that made the 
Pythia’s throat close up the longer he stared into the blue. 


So instead, he found himself asking the other burning question in his mind. 
“Are you okay?” 


Tommy shrugged again. “I’m fine now. Sam checked out my lungs and everything and said it 
was just a scare, but he’s gonna start working on an upgrade to fix the issue so it doesn’t 
happen again.” 


The night before flashed in the Pythia’s mind again. Tommy’s face turning blue, his mouth 
open in silent horror as he tried to breathe while his lungs refused to respond. He’d been 
kneeling just past the doorway into the cell. Almost exactly where he was sitting right now- 


“That’s good,” the Pythia murmured, ignoring the panicking bird in his chest once again. 


Tommy narrowed his eyes at this. “Kinda weird for you to think that’s a good thing, since it 
means you won’t be able to use it against me anymore.” 


The Pythia winced, his eyes falling to the ground. “No, it’s a good thing.” 


A moment of silence stretched between them. The Pythia brought his own knees up to his 
chest, curling in on himself as the tension weighed down his shoulders. 


“Did Phil and Techno scare the shit out of you today?” Tommy finally asked, raising an 
eyebrow at him. 


“No,” the Pythia answered quietly. “Not really.” 


That’s what he had been expecting. Threats and anger and possible violence. But instead, Phil 
insisted he wasn’t going to hurt him, while Techno said that it was their own fault for not 
expecting the Pythia to try and escape. And while this should’ve been a relief, in a way, it 
was anything but. Because it just added to all the things he didn’t understand about the 
Deathlings. 


“That’s a surprise for those two overprotective dumbasses,” Tommy huffed, tugging at the 
ends of his sweater sleeves. 


It was said with a familiar kind of exasperation. Like this was an argument Tommy was used 
to having with the two of them. Once again, the question of who Phil and Techno both were 
to Tommy sparked in his mind, and he found himself opening his mouth before he could 
think twice. 


“So, uh, is Phil like...” he hesitated, trying to figure out how to word the question in a less 
awkward way. “Is he your dad?” 


Tommy stared at him for a moment, looking like that’d been the last question he’d been 
expecting from the Pythia. 


Then, a small smile broke out over his face. 


“Uh, no, he’s not my dad,” Tommy said, laughing a bit as he shook his head. Then he paused, 
furrowing his brows. “Well, in a way he kind of is. Not, like, biologically or anything. But he 
and Techno have been taking care of me since I was a kid, so I guess Phil’s the closest thing 
to a dad I’ve ever had.” Another pause. “Techno’s definitely not a dad. He’s more like the 
weird uncle that teaches you how to throw knives when you’re twelve.” 


The Pythia blinked. “He taught you how to throw knives when you were twelve?” 


Suddenly, Tommy’s smile grew, and he pulled back one of his sweater sleeves to reveal a 
switchblade wrapped between his fingers. 


“You wanna see?” Tommy asked, holding his arm up like he was going to throw it straight at 
him. 


Shrinking back, the Pythia tried to cover his face with his hands. “No! I believe you!” 


Tommy cackled as he folded the knife back, and the Pythia breathed a sigh of relief as he 
dropped his hands in his lap. 


“Anyway, yeah, there’s your answer,” Tommy continued, playing with the knife as the blade 
clicked in and out of place. “I lived on the streets till I was, like, ten or something. Then 
Kristin led Phil to me, and he and Techno took me in. I’ve been with them ever since.” 


The Pythia frowned at this. 


“What do you mean Kristin led Phil to you?” He asked, a sour taste bursting over his tongue 
at having to say her name out loud. 


Tommy shrugged again. “I dunno, man. Phil talks to Her all the time. He just said that one 
day Kristin told him to find me, so he did. The rest is history.” 


“So you just met these two random strangers who said their goddess led them to you, and you 
just went with them?” The Pythia pushed. 


At this, Tommy scoffed. “Obviously not. I wasn’t a fucking idiot. It took ages for me to even 
give Phil my name.” 


A stained picture was forming in his mind, and it was only making the rock in his gut heavier. 
Did Tommy ever get a chance to form his own opinions? Because if Phil and Techno were 
the only people around to take care of him and keep him off the street, it would be all too 
easy to coerce Tommy into becoming a Deathling himself. 


“And then once you trusted them they introduced you to the ideology of Death worship?” He 
asked, his voice tight. 


To his surprise though, Tommy shook his head. “I found Kristin on my own before Phil ever 
even brought Her up to me. He didn’t brainwash me or anything if that’s what you’ re trying 
to say.” 


Despite the heat rising to his cheeks at the callout, the Pythia kept his chin high and met 
Tommy’s eyes behind his blindfold. “How did you find her on your own then? I could barely 
find any information on Death worship in the palace library. How would a street kid learn 
anything about her without someone like Phil telling you?” 


“You don’t have to know all the proper names or rituals to worship someone. You just need to 
feel a connection to Her, and what She stands for,” Tommy said in a way that made him 
sound far older than eighteen. “Phil just gave me the words for a truth I already knew.” 


...oh. 
In all honesty, he’d be surprised if Clara even knew he existed. 


Tommy felt a connection to Kristin before he even knew her name. 


For some reason, shame welled up inside of him at that realization. 


Shoving it down, the Pythia decided to change the subject to something unrelated to worship. 
What else had Tommy said before he mentioned Kristin? 


Oh. Right. 


“You said you were a street kid,” the Pythia began, wrapping his arms around himself. “Were 
you a runaway? Or an orphan hiding from the system?” 


Tommy furrowed his brows at the subject change, but didn’t question it as he answered, 
“Orphan. I never got one of those approval stamps to go into foster care, so I grew up in one 
of those shithole-” 


“Group homes?” The Pythia finished for him. 


“Uh, yeah. A really overcrowded one in the lower district that barely got any funding. I 
figured I’d be better off finding food on the streets instead of getting my teeth knocked out 
over some fucking soyeggs.” 


The Pythia nodded at this. “Even if it meant sleeping outside?” 


“Yeah. It’s not so bad if you get used to the rain,” Tommy said, still fiddling with his knife. 
“Parks were usually my go-to, but if I was desperate I’d try to sleep next to dumpsters.” 


“Oh yeah, parks are your best bet in a situation like that,” the Pythia hummed, staring at the 
ceiling again. “I don’t know where you were at, but there’s this one down in the Third 
District. On the corner of, uh, Alabaster and Berry, I think? It’s a shit area, but that’s why it’s 
a good place to stay overnight because usually the cops are too busy with other things to 
bother patrolling the park. Though you gotta watch out for the sprinklers, because those go 
off at six and it’s fucking cold.” He paused then, shrinking back when he realized the tangent 
he’d just gone off on. “Did you ever stay there?” 


A long beat of silence stretched out between them. 

The seconds ticked on. 

And on. 

And on. 

Then, the Pythia finally looked down again, and saw Tommy frowning at him. 


“..yeah, I used to sleep at that park all the time,” Tommy told him, suspicion dripping from 
his words. He paused, opening his mouth and closing it again, before finally asking, “How do 
you know that stuff?” 


Shit. 


Clenching his jaw, the Pythia curled further in on himself until he was practically swallowed 
by the pillows at the head of his bed. Tommy’s stare burned through him, but he focused on 
twisting his fingers into a purple blanket sitting next to his knees, not trusting himself to open 
his mouth again. 

A minute passed. And then another. 


“How old are you?” Tommy then asked, his voice much softer this time. 


The Pythia continued to pull at the stray threads on the blanket in front of him. “How old do 
you think I am?” 


“I mean, the others all think you’re in your thirties or something, but I don’t agree with that,” 
Tommy said, putting the knife away. “It’s hard to tell with the blindfold but... you’re younger 
than that, aren’t you?” 


His hands stopped pulling at threads. 


“It doesn’t matter,” he said, fighting to keep his voice level. “I’m the vessel for a goddess 
who transcends time itself. My age means nothing.” 


He risked a glance up again, and saw Tommy’s frown was even deeper than before. 


Another minute passed. The conflict playing across Tommy’s face was obvious, and the 
Pythia silently pleaded with Clara that he didn’t push the issue further. 


Whether it was Clara or luck, both seemed to be on his side when Tommy asked a different 
question instead. 


“If someone sees your eyes, they’Il be cursed to an early death, right?” 
The Pythia nodded, unsure of where Tommy was going with this. 
Tommy blinked. “Then why the fuck haven’t you taken it off yet?” 
“Wh- What do you mean?!” 


“You’ve been kidnapped by a group of terrorists. Your eyes can literally kill people. Aren’t 
you putting the pieces together?” Tommy asked, raising an eyebrow at him. 


Horror washed over the Pythia, chilling him to his core at how casual Tommy seemed about 
the idea of him using the curse to kill every single Deathling in the temple. 


“T- No, I can’t do that,” he exclaimed, shaking his head. “I can’t be responsible for someone’s 
death like that. I’d never be able to live with myself.” 


Tommy’s eyes widened at this, before a beat passed, and something somber settled over his 
face. 


“But you were okay with being responsible for my death?” 


The question was like a slap to the face, or a knife sliding between his ribs. 


“T- I thought you’d be okay!” The Pythia protested, his voice breaking. “When you went to 
Sam’s workshop the other day and talked with him about your lungs, he said that 
overwhelming them wouldn’t kill you. So I just- I thought that-” He cut himself off with a 
shaky breath, squeezing his eyes shut as he tried to calm the flapping wings in his chest. 


“You thought that literally making my lungs malfunction couldn’t kill me?” Tommy 
challenged, anger running under his words. “Don’t bullshit me. You’re not an idiot.” 


The Pythia flinched. Tommy was right. He wasn’t an idiot, and despite the excuses he gave 
himself, he knew full well that his escape attempt could result in Tommy’s death. 


He took another breath. The warm air of the cell slid down his throat like something thick— 
suffocating, almost. 


“I didn’t want to do it,” he confessed in a whisper. “But I had to. I didn’t have a choice.” 


Since he’d arrived in the temple, he’d been begging Clara for guidance. To tell him what to 
do next. When She finally gave it to him, failing Her again wasn’t an option. 


Another beat. 


When he opened his eyes, he’d been expecting anger. He’d been expecting Tommy to be 
scowling, or to stare at him with hatred burning in his eyes because that’s what he deserved. 
They both knew that. 


There was no anger on Tommy’s face. 


Instead, it was almost like a lightbulb had gone off over his head. Wide eyes, mouth slightly 
open—Tommy had realized something, and the thought made anxiety twist the Pythia’s gut 
once again. 


“You had a vision.” 


It wasn’t a question. There was no doubt in Tommy’s voice when he put the truth into words, 
and the Pythia couldn’t help but wince again, because he wasn’t supposed to know that. Even 
though the vision had already come to pass, it was up to the Emperor to decide what visions 
the Pythia received could be made public knowledge. 


But the Emperor wasn’t here. And Tommy wasn’t asking for confirmation, because he 
already knew it was true. 


The Pythia stayed silent, and he supposed that was a confirmation in itself. 
“You'll do anything Clara tells you to do?” Tommy then asked. 


“That’s my purpose,” the Pythia said, the former Pythia’s voice echoing in his ears once 
again. “She sends me visions, and I use them to carry out Her will.” 


”You are Her Chosen. ” 
“I’m Her Chosen.” 
Refusing Her calling is like refusing the reason you breathe.” 


“If I were to refuse Her calling, it’d be as if I was refusing the reason I breathe.” 


Conflict danced in Tommy’s eyes as he cocked his head to the side, like he was seeing the 
Pythia for the first time. 


“Okay,” he murmured, nodding to himself. “I think I get it now.” 


The Pythia wasn’t sure why, but he got the strangest feeling Tommy didn’t understand what 
he meant at all. 
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The next day, the Pythia woke up to voices outside his cell door. 
“Come on, Tech! It’s not like it’s my fault! I was just taken by surprise!” 


Tommy. Even in the hazy space between waking and sleeping, the Pythia could recognize his 
voice despite how muffled it was through the door. 


“No one’s saying it’s your fault, kid. This isn’t meant to be a punishment. We’re doing this to 
keep you safe,” Techno replied, his voice tinged with exhaustion. 


Blearily, the Pythia sat upright and rubbed at his eyes, grateful that he didn’t have to sleep in 
his blindfold like he had the night before. 


“You think I can’t handle being his guard anymore,” Tommy argued, and the Pythia could 
perfectly imagine the scowl on his face. 


Techno sighed, and the Pythia subsequently pictured him pinching the bridge of his nose. 
“We never should’ve given you that position in the first place.” 


“But I was doing fine!” Tommy protested. “He only got one up on me because of my lungs, 
but I’m keeping my knife on me now, see?” 


“Don’t point that at me,” Techno deadpanned. “And yes, we know the only reason he was 
able to overpower you was because of your lungs, but those haven’t been fixed yet. Until 
then-” 


“It’s gonna take fucking ages for Sam to get the upgrade parts!” 
Another sigh. “I promise you, this isn’t a punishment.” 


“But it sure as fuck feels like one!” There was a loud thud! as Tommy (presumably) punched 
the door, making the Pythia jump. “What are you gonna do with him anyway? You can’t just 
leave him in that tiny ass room all day!” 


“Contrary to what you seem to think, there are a lot of other people here who can take over 
your guard duty for you.” 


The Pythia frowned, something sharp jabbing into his ribs at that. Was he going to be given a 
new guard? Someone who would waltz him around the temple just like Tommy did? If so, 
who would it even be? 


He doubted it would be Techno and Phil, considering how busy the two men seemed to be. 
Niki wouldn’t be terrible, but she seemed rather caught up in her own work most of the time. 
Sam was the same way, and he’d barely even spoken to Ponk. So that left Jack, Aimsey, 
Tubbo, and Ranboo—assuming he wasn’t forgetting anyone else in the temple. 


...fuck. None of those were guard options he was particularly excited about. Aimsey would 
probably be the easiest to deal with out of the four, but considering he was more than a foot 
and a half taller than them, he had a feeling they weren’t a likely candidate. 


As childish as it was to think, the Pythia didn’t want a new guard. For all the times he’d 
teased Tommy or called him annoying, he enjoyed the boy’s company far more than anyone 
else in the temple. Maybe that was ironic, considering he’d nearly killed the kid two nights 
earlier, but it was the truth. 


Their conversation from the night before still rang in his ears. 
“But you were okay with being responsible for my death?” 


He wasn’t. Fuck, of course he wasn’t. Even though the shame of his failure was eating him 
alive from the inside out, in a way, he was glad it didn’t work. Because if there was one good 
thing to come out of his botched escape attempt, it was that he knew Tommy was okay. 


“Techno, you can’t do that,” Tommy hissed, snapping the Pythia out of his thoughts. 
Something had shifted in his voice from annoyed and whiny, to deadly serious. “He’s already 
miserable enough here as it is. Sticking him with someone he hates is only going to make him 
want to escape more.” 


“Tommy, he tried to kill you. I think that’s a pretty good indication he doesn’t like you all that 
much.” 


The Pythia winced at that, while Tommy just huffed. 


“He didn’t do that because he hates me,” Tommy said with complete confidence. “He was 
desperate and he needed to escape, but he doesn’t hate me.” 


“You don’t know that.” 


“Just-” Tommy cut himself off with a groan. “Just trust me, okay? He doesn’t hate me. I’ve 
spent way more time with him than anyone else in the temple, and I know things would go to 
shit if you tried to assign someone else as his guard.” 


There was a beat of silence. And another. 


“Techno, please,” Tommy breathed, his voice so low, the Pythia had to move closer to the 
door to hear it. 


Another beat. The Pythia’s heart sank into his stomach. 
Then, 


“I hate when you do the puppy eyes on me,” Techno muttered. “Fine. You can stay on as his 
guard-” 


“AW yea-” 


“But you have to agree to a few new conditions for the way things are gonna work,” Techno 
continued, cutting him off. “You can guard him during the day. Take him around the temple 
while you do your chores like you’ve been doing, while keeping your knife handy. There’s 
always gonna be people nearby, so if he tries anything, just shout and someone will come 
running.” 


“But that’s only during the day?” Tommy questioned. 


“Yup. At night there’s gonna be a guard sitting right outside his cell, like I did last night. That 
way if something happens again, you can yell and whoever is outside will hear you 
immediately.” 


Tommy groaned. “I don’t need a fucking babysitter!” 

“Either you agree to this, or I’m assigning Jack as his new guard.” 

The Pythia’s heart sank further, while Tommy let out a barking laugh. 

“Jack? Please, he’ll fucking eat Jack alive.” 

Tommy.” 

Letting out a deep sigh, Tommy made a noise of agreement. “Fine. P1 do it.” 


And just like that, a wave of relief washed over the Pythia. Tommy had done it. Somehow, 
he’d convinced Techno to let him keep acting as his guard. It seemed Tommy wasn’t lying 
when he said he knew how to be convincing. 


“Phil’s gonna kill me for agreeing to this,” Techno muttered, and the Pythia imagined him 
shaking his head. 


“That sounds like a you problem, Blade,” Tommy teased, his footsteps already fading out. 
“While you figure out how to deal with that, I’m gonna go get the bitch boy up for 
breakfast.” 


“T’m gonna wait out here until you both come out.” 


Tommy groaned, but didn’t try to argue any further. There was the sound of a door slamming, 
and the Pythia could hear movement on the other side of the door that separated his and 
Tommy’s rooms. 


The Pythia was already reaching for his blindfold when Tommy knocked on their shared 
door. 


“Uh, hey, you awake in there?” 


Without thinking, the Pythia called back, “Yeah, gimme a second.” He wrapped the blindfold 
around his eyes, twisting it into a knot behind his head, and gave himself a few seconds to let 
his eyes adjust. “Okay, you can come in.” 


The door squeaked as Tommy pushed it open. He was still dressed in the orange sweater and 
dark sweatpants he’d been wearing before, although now he had his heavy boots on over the 
fuzzy socks the Pythia had seen him in last night. He didn’t bother hiding the switchblade in 
his hand this time, and leaned against the doorframe, playing with it idly as he looked the 
Pythia up and down. 


“You been up for long?” He asked. 
The Pythia shrugged. “Only a little bit.” 


Tommy raised an eyebrow. “Long enough to hear that conversation I had with Techno 
outside?” 


...Shit. Should he say he was listening in? Did Tommy know how much the sound had carried 
through the door? 


Judging by the look Tommy was giving him, he already knew that the Pythia would’ve been 
able to overhear the conversation, so he figured there wasn’t much point in trying to lie. 


“Yeah, I did,” he admitted, bringing his knees up to his chest. “So you’re staying on as my 
guard?” 


“Sure am. Got a problem with that?” 


The question was a sharp contrast to how confidently Tommy told Techno that the Pythia 
didn’t hate him. Now, the Pythia could see the uncertainty dancing in his eyes, despite the air 
of nonchalance he was trying to put up. 


Still overwhelmed by his relief that he wasn’t going to have to deal with a new guard, the 
Pythia quickly shook his head. 


“No, I don’t have a problem with that at all.” 


A faint smile flashed over Tommy’s face at this, but it was gone as quickly as it appeared. His 
gaze sharpened as he took a few steps into the cell, hand tightly wrapped around his 
switchblade. The Pythia froze as Tommy approached, not even daring to stand up as the boy 
loomed over him. 


There was a beat of silence as Tommy stared at him. The bird in his chest puffed up its 
feathers, fear suddenly lighting up his veins. 


While Tommy’s organic hand held onto the switchblade, his prosthetic one reached down, 
and the Pythia squeezed his eyes shut as he braced himself for whatever Tommy was about to 
do. 


Although he hadn’t been expecting Tommy to hit him or anything, he was still surprised 
when he just felt a gentle tug on his hair, followed by a small spike of soreness from the 
tender spot on the back of his head. 


“You have dust in your hair,” Tommy said after a moment, dropping the curl he’d grabbed. 
Opening his eyes again, the bird’s feathers smoothed out as he let out a silent breath of relief. 


“Uh, yeah, that’s probably from when Phil tackled me when I tried to escape,” he said, not 
having bothered to even look in the bathroom mirror the past two days. 


Tommy huffed. “Alright. We’ll go to the bathhouse before we get breakfast then. I’m not 
dragging you into the cafeteria looking like you just got the shit beaten out of you.” Stepping 
back, Tommy held out a hand again, this time as an offer of help. 


The Pythia stared at it fora moment. Then, he wrapped his fingers around the cool metal, and 
let Tommy pull him to his feet. 


When the two walked out of the cell, Techno was waiting outside, just like he said he’d be. 
The Pythia shrunk under his piercing red gaze, but without saying a word, Tommy moved to 
stand in between them. Almost as if he was protecting the Pythia from Techno. 


“I’m gonna take him to the bathhouse to clean up before we get breakfast,” Tommy told him, 
holding up the small bag of soaps and clothes he’d grabbed from his room before they 
walked out. 


Techno narrowed his eyes. “You have your knife?” 


Rolling his eyes, Tommy pulled back his sweater sleeve to show off the knife once more. 
“Yup. Right here.” 


“Good.” Techno’s gaze then fell back on him, and the Pythia’s heart skipped a beat. “Just 
know that if you try anything with him again-” 


“We’re leaving now!” Tommy suddenly declared, shoving his knife back in his pocket to 
grab the Pythia’s hand and drag him down the hall. “Bye Techno! See you later!” 


Instead of trying to finish his threat, Techno simply sighed and shook his head, while the 
Pythia struggled to keep up with Tommy’s pace. 


They left their rooms behind as they made their way further down the hall. The floating lights 
above their heads began to dim, shadows dancing along the walls as the air grew thicker with 
steam and heat. 


Voices from the river echoed through the air as they came to the entrance of the bathhouse 
once again. Despite the fact that he’d washed up in here several times now, nerves still curled 
around his gut hearing unintelligible whispers emanate from the darkness. 


“Here you go. If you start to drown, you’re on your own,” Tommy deadpanned as he shoved 
the soap bottles and a change of clothes into the Pythia’s arms. 


The Pythia squashed down his nerves with his own eye roll. “Thanks.” 


It was getting easier to navigate through the bathhouse in complete darkness, although the 
Pythia still moved with painful slowness over the rocks. He crept deeper into the shadows, 
the steam engulfing him like a blanket and making sweat bead across his forehead. Once he 
got to the edge of the water, he placed his clothes and soap bottles in their usual spots, and set 
about undressing. 


The warm water was like a balm to his sore muscles as he slipped into the basin. For the first 
few moments, he couldn’t bring himself to do anything but lie there, letting the water rush 
over him and loosen the knots in his back and shoulders. The darkness was so complete, he 
couldn’t even see his hand in front of his face, but he listened to the water droplets fall off his 
fingers as he curled them in and out of a fist. 


And it was in this brief moment of peace that the Pythia heard a new voice echo from the 
entrance into the bathhouse. 


“Tommy! There you are!” 


A jolt of fear ran through the Pythia hearing Tubbo again, remembering the anger that had 
flashed through his eyes the night he found out about the escape attempt. Immediately, the 
Pythia ducked down in the water, letting it cover everything up to his chin so only his face 
was peeking out. 


“Oh, hi Tubbo.” 


“Sup, bossman. Feeling any better today?” Tubbo asked, his voice echoing off the walls of 
the cave. 


“I told you yesterday, I’m fine,” Tommy huffed. “It was just a scare.” 


“T wouldn’t call your lungs literally malfunctioning a ‘scare’,” Tubbo shot back, sounding 
annoyed. “Sam said he’s gonna try to upgrade them, right?” 


“Yeah, but it’s gonna take a while for him to get the parts.” 


“Does he need any help? Next time I go scrapping I can see if I can find what he’s looking 
for,” Tubbo offered. 


“Uh, you can ask him, but I don’t think you’re gonna find the stuff he needs at the junkyard,” 
Tommy pointed out. 


“Still doesn’t hurt to ask,” Tubbo shot back. “Anyway, if you’re waiting to take a bath, you 
can come eat breakfast with me and Aims and Ranboo first.” 


“Um-” Tommy hesitated to respond, and the Pythia’s heart skipped a beat. “I, uh, gotta stay 
here actually.” 


A pause. 

“Who’s in there right now? Are you waiting to go eat with them?” 
Fuck. 

There was another pause from Tommy this time. A longer one. 
The Pythia sank further down in the water. 


“Actually Tubs I’m still on guard duty,” Tommy answered after nearly a minute. “The 
Pythia’s in there right now, so I gotta wait for him to finish cleaning up.” 


“what?” 


Tubbo’s question was deadly quiet. So quiet in fact, the Pythia almost didn’t hear it over the 
babbling voices around him. 


“Tm still guarding-” 


“No no, I heard what you said,” Tubbo cut him off, his voice sharp. “I just don’t think I’m 
understanding this properly. Why the fuck are you still guarding the guy that literally tried to 
kill you?” 


In the distance, the Pythia could just barely make out the blurry shapes of Tubbo and Tommy 
standing in front of the entrance into the cave. 


“Because I asked to keep guarding him,” Tommy answered after a beat, standing up 
straighter. “I just had a whole argument with Techno not to get someone else assigned to 
him.” 


“Wh- You can’t just keep guarding him!” Tubbo exclaimed. 


“And why not?” Tommy challenged. “I have a knife on me now. If he tries shit again, PI just 
stab him!” 


Tubbo made a noise of indignation. “He almost killed you, shit for brains!” 


“Yeah, because he’s been fucking kidnapped and was trying to escape!” Tommy argued. “Are 
you trying to tell me you wouldn’t do the same damn thing in his shoes?” 


“No, I would, and that’s exactly my point. In case you forgot, that hasn’t changed. He’s still 
kidnapped, and he’s still gonna want to escape.” 


“Which is why I need to keep watching him,” Tommy shot back. 
“That doesn’t make any sense.” 
“It makes perfect sense, dipshit-” 


“No, it doesn’t! In fact, none of this shit makes sense!” Tubbo shouted, making the Pythia 
wince. “We kidnapped the Pythia to fuck over the government, but have you noticed Schlatt 
doing literally anything differently since the ball?” 


The Pythia’s breath caught in his throat. 


“Tubbo, it’s only been a few weeks. Did you just expect the government to fuckin’ collapse 
overnight?” 


“Obviously not, but I thought something would start changing when the guy who can literally 
see the future was no longer advising Schlatt!” 


Tommy let out a deep sigh. “The Pythia doesn’t even get visions all that often, okay? During 
the ball, some royal prick kept needling him with questions, and he told them that he usually 
only gets visions once or twice a month. And it hasn’t even been a month since he’s been 
gone.” 


Oh. Right. The Pythia forgot that since he’d been part of his guard that night, he would’ve 
overheard his entire conversation with Eret. 


“Well, has he gotten any visions from Clara since he’s been here?” 


The Pythia stiffened at that, flashing back to his and Tommy’s conversation from the night 
before. How Tommy didn’t need confirmation when he asked if he’d had a vision, because he 
figured it out all on his own. How the Pythia hadn’t even tried to deny it, even though he 
should’ve done everything in his power not to give Tommy any information about his 
connection with Clara. 


“T don’t know,” Tommy lied, surprise washing over the Pythia. “You think he’d tell me that? 
Of course not. He’s not an idiot, Tubbo.” 


...what? 


Why wouldn’t Tommy tell Tubbo about their conversation? There was no reason for him not 
to. In fact, he should tell Tubbo, and the rest of the Deathlings as well. Because if they knew 
Clara was sending him visions of escape, they would know that Clara wanted him out, and 
would be more prepared in case he tried to get out again. 


(Was the Pythia going to try and escape again?) 
(He didn’t know. That was up to Clara.) 


“Whatever. Either way, nothing’s changing, and I don’t get why we’re keeping him around in 
the first place,” Tubbo huffed. 


Ice cold fear stabbed through the Pythia’s chest—a stark contrast to the steaming water 
swirling around him. 


“What do you mean by that?” Tommy asked, his voice dangerously low. 


“Come on, Tommy, you know what I mean,” Tubbo said, his anger fading into something 
closer to exhaustion. “You said it yourself, he’s gonna try to escape again. And what if next 
time it actually works? If he gets out, he’ll tell Schlatt all of our names, faces, and exactly 
where we’re hiding out. We’ll all be fucking dead before morning.” 


“Tubbo, you better not be saying what I think you’re saying.” 


“I don’t like it either! But from a purely logical standpoint, keeping him alive is way too 
fucking risky.” 


And there it was. This entire time the Pythia had been waiting for someone to point out the 
obvious. To argue what he’d known the first night he arrived. That killing him was the only 
move that made sense. 


“If you want us to get struck down by Clara, yeah, that’s a great way to go about it,” Tommy 
snapped. “That’s fucking stupid, Tubbo! If we kill him, we’re fucking up the entire line of 
Pythia succession, and Clara will make it Her goal to eradicate all of us!” 


“Oh come on, like a Pythia has never died before finding a successor before,” Tubbo scoffed. 
“I’m sure there’s some kind of procedure for that shit. And I bet Clara already hates us for 
kidnapping him in the first place.” 


“We’re not going to kill an innocent person just because it’s convenient for us!” 


“Innocent?” Tubbo scoffed. “He literally holds the second highest place in that fucked up 
government right under Schlatt. That guy is far from innocent.” 


Flinching, the Pythia swam further back into the basin. He was well-aware of how corrupt the 
government was, and how much worse it became under Schlatt’s reign. It wasn’t something 
he ever approved of, but he had no power to change anything. Schlatt wouldn’t even cancel 
the ball when he told him it was going to be attacked. The idea of him listening to him 
regarding any real issue was laughable at best. 


But it’s not like he could tell the Deathlings that. Because that would be breaking the sacred 
confidentiality between the Pythia and the Emperor that had existed for centuries. 


“You didn’t see the way people treated him at that ball,” Tommy hissed. “Schlatt acted like 
he was a fucking object or something to show off to his rich friends. Not like an advisor.” 


“That was one night-” 


“Tubbo, drop it,” Tommy then snapped, cutting him off. “I’m his guard, and we’re not killing 
him. Okay?” 


There was a beat of silence as the two stared each other down. One heartbeat passed, and then 
another. 


Then, Tubbo huffed and turned on his heel. 
“Fine. See you later, Tommy.” 


His footsteps faded out, and when the Pythia swam back to the edge of the basin again, he 
only saw one dark figure standing in the doorway. 


Tommy slumped against the wall, letting out a deep sigh as he slid to the ground with his 
arms folded over his chest. Even from a distance, the Pythia could see the exhaustion settling 
on his shoulders, like arguing with Tubbo had taken far more out of him than he expected it 
to. 


The Pythia couldn’t help but wonder why Tommy had jumped to his defense so quickly. 
Tubbo was right. The rational choice here was for the Deathlings to kill him. But Tommy had 
refused to even entertain the idea. And when Tubbo brought up his role in a corrupt 
government, Tommy had defended him there too. 


His chest ached as Tommy’s words echoed through his mind. Pointing out how Schlatt 
treated him more like an object than an advisor. He’d assumed that Tommy wouldn’t have 
picked up on that, but it seemed like he underestimated the kid. 


Tommy was perceptive. Far more than the Pythia gave him credit for. He paid attention to his 
conversation with Eret, he figured out that Clara had given him a vision to escape, and he 
even noticed how he was closer to a bird in a cage than a proper advisor in Schlatt’s court. 


It was almost frightening to realize just how much Tommy saw. Because when most people 
saw a songbird in a cage, they only noticed it's pretty plumage or sweet music. At the palace, 
no one had ever bothered to properly look at him. They all just wanted to see what he could 
do for them. And that was fine, because the only thing that mattered was if he was serving 
Clara. He’d accepted that long ago. 


But Tommy... Tommy saw him. Or at least, he was trying to. 


The Pythia wondered how long it would take him to realize that underneath the colorful 
feathers, everything inside of him was hollow. That a vessel wasn’t a person, and trying to 
dig deeper was just a waste of time. 


“You almost done in there?” 


Tommy’s shout startled the Pythia out of his thoughts. He’d been so distracted by Tommy’s 
conversation with Tubbo, he hadn’t even washed his hair yet, but Tommy was still waiting 
for him just beyond the cave entrance. 


“Uh, yeah, one minute!” He called back. 


He rushed to clean himself off. By the time he climbed out of the basin, his fingertips had 
wrinkled up to a near painful degree. After drying himself off and getting dressed again, the 
back of his head was still tender, but he felt far more awake than he had been over the last 
few days. 


After tying the blindfold back on over his head, he piled the bottles and dirty clothes in his 
arms, and carefully picked his way back to the entrance to the cave. 


Tommy was still sitting on the ground, arms folded over his chest and a storm brewing in his 
eyes. At the sound of the Pythia’s approaching footsteps though, he shook himself off and 
forced a grin on his face, reaching to shove the clothes and soap bottles back in his bag. 


“You don’t look half-dead anymore,” Tommy said, slinging the bag over his shoulder as he 
turned down the hall. 


Unlike with his conversation with Techno, Tommy didn’t seem to realize that the Pythia had 
heard him speaking to Tubbo. Or maybe he knew, and he just didn’t want to bring it up. 


Either way, the Pythia wasn’t going to tell Tommy what he overheard, so he just responded 
with, 


“Gee, thanks.” 


When they got back to their rooms, Techno was gone, presumably to get some rest after his 
guard duty the night before. Tommy dropped off the dirty clothes in his room, saying he’d 
deal with them later. 


And just like that, the two had fallen back into their routine, like nothing had happened. 


The entire way to the cafeteria, the bird in the Pythia’s chest was flapping its wings in a 
panic. He was sure that every Deathling in the temple knew about his escape attempt. If Phil 
and Techno hadn’t told them, Tubbo probably would’ve, which meant the Pythia had no idea 
what to expect when he saw the others for the first time since that fateful night. 


It had only been two days. Somehow, it felt like years. 


When they finally stepped foot into the cafeteria, the low babble of conversation immediately 
went silent. The Pythia shrank back, nausea crawling up his throat once again, but Tommy 
didn’t give him a chance to try and hide. His hand wrapped around the Pythia’s wrist as he 
dragged him further into the room, before faltering in his steps as he tried to find a place for 
them to sit. 


Piercing stares bored holes into the Pythia’s skull from all sides of the room. Tubbo was 
practically shooting daggers at him with his eyes, while Aimsey and Ranboo seemed to be 
intently focused on their food. Tommy quickly pulled the Pythia away from his friend group, 
and before he could get a chance to ask Tommy where they were sitting instead, he was being 
pushed down onto a rug with two other familiar faces. 


“Can we eat breakfast with you guys?” Tommy asked without preamble. “I’m kinda pissed at 
Tubbo right now.” 


“Oh, uh, sure, Tommy,” Niki nodded, her eyes wide as she glanced between him and the 
Pythia. 


“You're still on guard duty for him?” Jack then asked, scooting closer to Niki on the rug to 
give him and Tommy more room. 


“Yup, and I asked to keep doing it so don’t be weird about it,” Tommy said, giving them both 
a sharp look. 


Jack held his hands up in mock surrender. “Hey man, that’s your choice.” 
Beside him, Niki nodded in agreement, and Tommy let out a breath of relief. 


“PII be right back. I’m gonna get us food,” he said to the Pythia as he turned to walk to the 
front of the cafeteria. 


Now alone with Niki and Jack, the Pythia braced himself for the anger. For the glares and the 
cold shoulders and everything he knew he deserved for what he did. He twisted his fingers 
into the hem of his sweater, and waited for the string to snap. 


But it never did. 
“Jack, can you pass me the-” 
“T got you.” 


Jack passed Niki a small bowl of jam before she could finish her sentence, and she shot him a 
small smile as she dipped her bread into it. Then, Jack turned to him and held out a piece of 
bread. 


“You want some?” 


The Pythia blinked, wondering if this was a trick. It was a simple question. Did he want a 
piece of bread? But at the same time, it couldn’t be that simple. Because Jack was being nice 
to him, and he had no reason to be nice to the Pythia right now. 


“Um,” he clenched his jaw, eyes flitting back to Tommy who was filling up their trays at the 
front of the room. “I think Tommy’s getting some for me right now.” 


Although he half-expected Jack to make a sharp comment about Tommy bringing him food 
or turning down his offer, instead, he just shrugged. “Suit yourself.” 


Were they upset at him? They had to be, but neither Niki or Jack were acting like anything 
was amiss. Sure, the last time he and Niki had spoken was at the football game when he'd 
pushed back at her questioning, but she didn’t even seem annoyed about that anymore. She 
and Jack were both just eating their food, looking perfectly content despite the fact that the 
Pythia was sitting only a few feet away from them. 


Before the Pythia could question it further, Tommy was back. He sat down on the rug, 
pushing a tray over to the Pythia loaded with bread rolls and a plate of scrambled soyeggs. 


“Thanks,” the Pythia muttered, scooping up some soyeggs with his fork. 


Tommy raised an eyebrow in surprise, but didn’t say anything as he took a bite of his own 
food. 


Silence fell over the group. Forks clinked against plates, bread was torn in half, and for a few 
minutes, the only noises anyone made were the quiet breaths in between bites. It wasn’t a 
tense silence per se, but it wasn’t a relaxed one either, and the Pythia knew it was going to be 
broken eventually. 


He shouldn’t have been surprised that it ended up being broken by Jack. 

“So,” Jack began, swallowing another piece of bread, “you tried to kill Tommy, eh?” 

The Pythia choked on his eggs, lungs burning as he hunched over to try and cough them out. 
“Jack, maybe be a little less direct next time,” Niki sighed. 


“Aw c’mon, I figured it’d just be easier to get it out there instead of eating our food all quiet 
and shit,” Jack explained. “Besides, who hasn’t wanted to kill Tommy at one point or 
another?” 


The Pythia stopped coughing, and glanced up to see Jack flashing him a shit-eating grin. 


“What the fuck?!” Tommy protested, although he didn’t seem genuinely offended by the 
joke. 


“I’m just saying! Tommy, dude, you know we love you but if we were all stranded on a 
desert island, you know we’re voting to eat you first,” Jack continued, struggling not to laugh 
at his own bit. 


“You’re such a bitch, Jack Manifold,” Tommy huffed. “If we were on a desert island I think 
we'd all vote to eat you first.” 


“Wh- I’m like, half made of metal, dumbass!” Jack exclaimed. 
“I’m also made of metal!” Tommy shot back, holding up his prosthetic hand. 


Jack rolled his eyes. “You still have both your legs and eyes, so you can’t say shit to me. 
You’d be way better as a food source than I would.” 


The Pythia stifled a laugh by forcing himself to eat another forkful of eggs. 


“Can we not talk about cannibalism this early in the morning?” Niki groaned, dragging a 
hand down her face. 


“Fine, but my point is that a little attempted homicide between friends isn’t a huge deal,” 
Jack said, grinning at the Pythia again. 


Jack was looking at him like he was waiting for a response. He glanced between him and 
Tommy, and noticed how all the tension seemed to have left Tommy’s shoulders at least for 
the time being. He was rolling his eyes at Jack, but looked like he was enjoying the jokes. 


Keeping his eyes on his food, the Pythia shrugged. “I mean, Tommy did make me jump off a 
building after all, so it was kind of payback.” 


His words were followed by a beat of silence. His breathing hitched again, fear wrapping 
around him like a vice as he wondered if he fucked up. 


Then, Tommy huffed, and the fear dissipated as soon as it appeared. 

“Don’t be such a pissbaby. It wasn’t even that bad!” Tommy argued. 

The Pythia gaped. “You didn’t tell me how to land!” 

“And you got some tiny cuts on your face, how tragic. Meanwhile I-” 

“You also almost overdosed me with tranquilizer,” the Pythia reminded him. 
Tommy flushed. “That’s not my fault! It was preloaded!” 

“Well then you should’ve checked before sticking it in my neck!” 


It was almost strange how easily the two fell back into their bickering. Despite the tension, 
despite the stares still boring into the back of his head from Tubbo’s side of the cafeteria, 
despite how fucking terrifying the past few days had been—things seemed to just slide right 
back into place with Tommy. Of course it wasn’t normal, because nothing about this situation 
was normal. But the Pythia was grateful for the brief respite anyway. 


“Jack,” the Pythia said, whirling around to face the other man again, “TIl help your campaign 
to eat Tommy on the desert island.” 


Jack blinked for a moment, clearly taken aback, but then barked out a surprised laugh. 
“Approval from the church, let's go!” Jack cheered. 
“He’s not the head of our church, Jack,” Niki reminded him. 


“Look, I’m not gonna turn down an endorsement from a goddess even if she’s not my 
goddess,” Jack countered, gesturing to the Pythia. 


“Y’know, if I had to go to a desert island and I could only bring one thing with me, I’d bring 
Jack Manifold just so I could kill him,” Tommy declared, glaring at Jack from across the rug. 


“Can I watch?” Niki asked, mischief glinting in her eyes. “I'd love to see a fight to the 
death.” 


Tommy considered her words. “Only if you cheer for me and not Jack.” 
Niki nodded. “Deal.” 


Jack gasped in betrayal, but before he could say anything the Pythia cut in with, “Then can I 
come and cheer for Jack?” 


“What the fuck, Pythia?!” Tommy exclaimed. 


“Come on, Tommy. Jack needs someone to cheer for him in his final moments,” the Pythia 
said solemnly. 


“Oi! What do you mean by my final moments? I’m gonna kick his ass!” Jack argued. 


The Pythia raised an eyebrow at Jack, giving him a pointed look that he hoped was conveyed 
despite the blindfold covering his eyes. 


“Keep telling yourself that.” 


Niki giggled, while Jack made an indignant noise. Tommy burst out into laughter, and while 
the Pythia still held himself back from laughing, he couldn’t find the strength to stop a smile 
from spreading over his face. 


As the laughter faded out, the Pythia noticed Tommy giving him a curious look. 


“You know, I think that’s the first time I’ve seen you genuinely smile since you got here,” 
Tommy pointed out, something thoughtful flashing over his face. 


...oh. 


Although the Pythia wanted to argue that it hadn’t been that long, the more he thought about 
it, the more right he realized Tommy was. He couldn’t remember the last time he smiled and 
laughed like this since arriving at the temple. And if he was being honest, he’d have a 
difficult time pinpointing the last time he did that before his kidnapping as well. 


Unsure of how to respond to that, the Pythia stayed silent as he focused back on his food. 
Niki and Jack picked up the conversation again fairly quickly, and although the Pythia didn’t 
participate for the rest of the meal, he didn’t try to stifle his laughter again. 


Once they all put their trays away, Tommy pulled him to his feet, and they began to follow 
Jack and Niki out of the cafeteria. 


“You guys wanna come watch me get a tattoo?” Jack asked, glancing over his shoulder at the 
both of them. 


“Are you finally getting a tattoo on the dome?” Tommy asked, reaching out to tap the top of 
Jack’s shaved head. 


Jack slapped his hand away. “Fuck no! I’m not a mad man!” 


“T wouldn’t do a tattoo on his head even if he asked me to,” Niki chimed in, leading the way 
to her parlor. “I’m pretty sure it’d short out his heart if we even tried it.” 


“Oh come on, now that’s bullshit-” 


Before Jack could finish his sentence, Niki was grabbing his arm and yanking up his shirt 
sleeve to reveal a tattoo on his upper arm. The design was of a ghostly girl with dark hair 
covering her face, and she pointed at it before raising an eyebrow at Jack. 


“Remember this?” 


Jack frowned and pushed her hand off his arm. “Okay, that was one time.” He glanced back 
at the Pythia and Tommy again, giving the two a better view of the tattoo. “Tommy knows 
the story behind this one, but one time Niki and I were watching this really freaky ass 
movie-” 


“It wasn’t that scary,” Niki cut in. 


“And at one point this girl just fuckin’ comes crawling out of the TV all demon-like and it 
freaked me the fuck out!” Jack continued, ignoring Niki’s interruption. “But, uh, long story 
short I have a cybernetic heart, and I kind of got so freaked out by the movie that it glitched 
out for a second.” 


The Pythia blinked. “You nearly died because of a horror movie?” 


“This girl was creepy as shit, man,” Jack argued. “But that was a one time thing! It’s not 
gonna short out again because of a tattoo!” 


Niki paused mid step to raise an eyebrow at him. “Do you want a tattoo on your head? 
Because we can switch the design for today.” 


Immediately, Jack paled. “Um, how about I take some time to think about it?” 
At this, Niki giggled again. “Alright, sure, Jack.” 


With that, the group had reached the door to Niki’s space. She typed in a passcode on a 
keypad beside the door to unlock it, and pushed it open, gesturing for the three of them to 
come inside. 


The room looked the same as it had the first time the Pythia had seen it. Electric candles still 
flickered along the walls, the desk was still littered with paper and ink bottles, and the stone 
bed off to the side still seemed as unforgiving as always. 


“Take a seat anywhere,” Niki said, gesturing to the bean bags scattered by her desk. 


The Pythia followed Tommy over to two bean bags settled closest to the desk. Once Tommy 
had chosen his, he found himself sitting in the one beside him, slumping back against the 
deep blue cushion as Niki guided Jack to the stone bed. 


Watching Niki prepare to tattoo Jack was strangely relaxing. He was getting the tattoo on his 
chest, so he pulled off his shirt and laid flat across the stone bed, while Niki helped fit a few 
pillows under his head and back. She printed out a stencil of the design—a mess of wires and 
shading that was designed to look like there was a panel of metal over his heart—and 
carefully transferred it onto Jack’s skin. Then, once things were all prepared, she pulled her 
own chair over to the stone bed with a tattoo gun in hand, and got to work. 


The buzz of the tattoo gun echoed off the walls. The Pythia watched in quiet fascination as 
dark lines of ink came to life on Jack’s chest, Niki’s metal fingers creating careful lines and 
shading with a kind of subtle confidence that only came from years of experience. At one 
point, the Pythia stood up to get a better look at the process, and noticed that the tattoo was 
covering up a faded white scar that ran straight over his heart. 


“Do you want a chair?” Niki asked at one point, startling the Pythia. 
“Huh?” 


Niki paused her tattooing to look up at him. “You can come sit next to me to watch if you 
want. I know those bean bags are a bit too low to the ground to do that in.” 


“Ts that okay?” The Pythia asked, sounding far more shy than he meant to. 


Something in Niki’s face softened at this, and she set down the tattoo gun with a small nod. 
“You’re curious. Of course that’s okay.” With that, she got to her feet and grabbed a taller 
chair from the back of the room, dragging it over so it was right next to hers. 


The Pythia glanced back at Tommy, and noticed he’d fallen asleep in his own bean bag. His 
eyelids twitched every so often, his face half-smushed into his arm. For some reason, seeing 
this made warmth bloom in his chest. 


“Thank you,” the Pythia murmured as he turned away from Tommy to sit in the offered chair. 


“Have you ever seen someone get tattooed before?” Niki asked, the buzz of the tattoo gun 
returning as she resumed her work. 


“No, not really.” Jack winced when she dragged a line over his ribs, and the Pythia grimaced 
in sympathy. “Is the pain bad?” 


“Nah, it’s tolerable,” Jack told him, only a bit of tightness lining his words. “It’s not 
comfortable or anything, but it’s not bad.” 


Oh. The Pythia thought the tattoo didn’t look very painful to get, but the loud buzzing of the 
tattoo gun had made him unsure. Still, he found himself tensing every time Jack winced, 
especially as the skin over his chest grew redder and redder. 


“Y’ know,” Niki said after another few minutes had passed, her eyes focused on the tattoo, “I 
understand why you did what you did. You were taken here against your will. You have to 
use whatever advantage you have for your own safety.” 


The Pythia glanced back at Tommy, whose eyes were still shut, and felt shame curl through 
him and threaten to choke the bird in his chest. “I didn’t want to hurt him,” he murmured, 
wringing his hands in his lap. 


Niki hummed. “It would be understandable if you did though.” 
“No-” the Pythia shook his head. “He’s a kid. He doesn’t deserve to get hurt for this.” 


“It’s not like you deserved to get kidnapped either, mate,” Jack chimed in, his mismatched 
eyes staring up at the ceiling. 


The Pythia shrugged. “I’m Clara’s Chosen. I serve the Emperor. You wanted to fuck over the 
government. It makes sense.” 


Scoffing, Niki shook her head, eyes still focused on Jack’s chest. “That doesn’t mean you 
deserved it. You’re more than just your role, y’*know?” 


Clenching his jaw, the Pythia shook his head, ignoring the nausea crawling up his throat. 
“No, that-” squeezing his eyes shut, he shook his head. “It doesn’t matter whether I deserved 
it or not. I am my role. My purpose for existing is to serve Clara, and to do that I have to 
serve the Emperor.” He paused, taking an unsteady breath. “Tommy’s just a kid caught up in 
something way bigger than himself.” 


A few beats passed. When no one said anything, the Pythia looked up to see both Niki and 
Jack staring at him with narrowed eyes. 


“What do you mean by that?” Niki asked, her voice soft as she lifted the tattoo gun to add 
more ink. 


Before the Pythia could respond, there was a loud yawn behind him, and he glanced over his 
shoulder to see Tommy stretching his arms above his head. 


“Shit, how long was I out for?” Tommy asked, rubbing at his eyes. 
“Only a few minutes,” the Pythia told him. 


Tommy nodded, dragging his fingers through his hair and making the curls stick up in several 
different directions. He blinked a few times like he was half-asleep, but there was something 
strangely... calculated about it. Like he was trying to make himself look more tired than he 
was. 


For a brief moment, the Pythia met Tommy’s gaze behind his blindfold. And something 
knowing flashed behind his eyes. 


And then Tommy was jumping to his feet, and the moment was gone as quick as it came. 


“How’s the tattoo turning out?” Tommy asked, peering over Niki’s shoulder with a wide 
smile. “Oh holy shit, that’s so sick!” 


“Thank you, Tommy. It’s almost done,” Niki told him, giggling at his excitement. 


“Well shit, now I’m already getting ideas for my next tattoo,” Tommy said, resting his elbows 
on the edge of the stone bed to get a better look at Jack’s chest. “I really like the way you did 
the linework here...” 


Despite how enthralled Tommy seemed to be by the tattoo, the Pythia couldn’t help but 
notice the way he kept glancing at him with that same knowing look. And not for the first 
time, the Pythia found himself wondering what was going through Tommy’s head. 
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Several days passed, and things slowly went back to normal. 


Well, it wasn’t exactly the same as before. Tommy was still avoiding Tubbo, which meant he 
was avoiding Aimsey and Ranboo as well. Therefore, this meant they spent nearly every 
meal eating with Jack and Niki, who were quickly becoming the only two other people in the 
temple besides Tommy the Pythia didn’t loathe being around. 


After that first day, no one brought up the Pythia’s escape attempt again. Jack and Niki 
seemed to take Tommy’s word that it was something he just wanted to move past, and the 
Pythia could tell Tommy was grateful for that. 


Niki took care not to ask the Pythia any prying questions like she had before. If a 
conversation veered in a direction that was too personal, she’d give the Pythia a side glance 
before changing the topic. Meanwhile, Jack was a master at breaking any awkward silences 
that fell over the group. He wasn’t subtle about it. His preferred method for breaking any 
tension seemed to be addressing it head on by cracking a joke about it, even when it was 
something most people wouldn’t dare to joke about. Somehow, it was never annoying. Jack’s 
delivery was never mean-spirited, and the Pythia could tell. 


This wasn’t to say things were good. Every time the Pythia opened his eyes to stare at the 
streaks of paint across his ceiling, the bird in his chest would peck at the cage of his ribs, 
suffocating under the weight of his own failure. 


Clara hadn’t sent him another vision since the escape attempt. The Pythia wasn’t sure if this 
was just by chance, or if it was a punishment. 


He also wasn’t sure which one he wanted it to be. 


The most surprising thing about the past few days though was just how... normal, things 
were with Tommy. It wasn’t like he was ignoring what happened. He still carried his knife on 
him, and would sometimes flinch if the Pythia moved too quickly. But unless Tommy was an 
impossibly good actor, he didn’t seem to be holding a grudge. 


Sometimes, the Pythia noticed Tommy staring at him from the corner of his eye. Not with 
any kind of anger or resentment, but just plain curiosity. There always seemed to be a silent 
question dancing in the blue whenever he caught the Pythia’s blindfolded eyes, a slight 
furrow to his brows like there was a puzzle in front of him he was struggling to work out. 


The Pythia did his best to ignore these strange looks, because he knew Tommy would figure 
it out eventually. There was no puzzle to solve. There were no layers to strip back to find the 
truth of who he was as a person. Because the Pythia wasn’t a person like Tommy was. Not 
like Niki, Jack, Tubbo, Techno, Phil—none of them. A chasm existed between him and the 
rest of the people around him, and it was far too wide for any mortal to cross. Tommy was 
just going to have to accept that. 


Unfortunately, the Pythia was getting to know Tommy. And one of Tommy’s most prominent 
traits was that he was stubborn. 


Case in point: their discussion of the evening. 


“A field trip?” The Pythia exclaimed, struggling not to gape at Tommy. “The fuck do you 
mean we’re going on a field trip?” 


For the most part, the day hadn’t been anything special. Tommy waltzed into the Pythia’s 
room shortly after he woke up, they shared breakfast with Jack and Niki while ignoring the 
glares coming from Tubbo’s side of the cafeteria, the Pythia followed Tommy around for a 
few hours while he bounced between his chores, and then they hung out with Niki in her 
workspace until it was time for dinner. During the meal, Tommy had left the Pythia with Niki 
and Jack to talk to Phil and Techno in Phil’s office, and the Pythia had almost choked on his 
own food listening to Jack recount a rather batshit story involving joy pearls and a stolen dog. 


When Tommy got back, the Pythia couldn’t help but notice the smugness in the smile 
plastered over his face. He kept flashing the Pythia knowing looks, which only left the Pythia 
more confused than anything else. Jack and Niki seemed clueless to whatever Tommy’s plans 
were, with Tommy only telling them ‘not to worry about it’ when Niki asked him what was 
going on. 


After finishing their food, Tommy had taken the Pythia back to his cell as was part of their 
routine. But instead of leaving, he stood in the middle of the room and declared that he was 
going to take the Pythia on a field trip. 


2? 


“We’re getting you out of this stuffy ass temple, man!” Tommy explained, his eyes bright as 
he paced around the cell. “I know I’m going a bit stir crazy in here, and I’m sure you are 
too.” 


The Pythia debated telling Tommy that he was actually used to staying in a single place for 
long periods, considering he’d only left the palace a handful of times since being chosen for 
his role in the first place. But he had a feeling that Tommy would get that strange frown on 
his face he always did these days when the Pythia shared details about his life at the palace, 
so he decided against it. 


“Look, I’m not telling you how to do your job or anything, but taking me out of the temple 
doesn’t seem like a great idea considering I literally tried to escape a week ago,” the Pythia 
pointed out. 


Maybe it was stupid to point out the huge flaw in Tommy’s plan, considering he could exploit 
that to try and leave, but he refused to believe that Tommy was that big of a fool. He knew 
the kid wasn’t stupid, which meant there was something more going on here, and he wanted 
to find out what that was. 


Tommy rolled his eyes. “Obviously I’m not taking you out in public, dumbass.” 
“Then where are we going?” The Pythia asked. 


At this, Tommy flashed him that smug grin again. “You'll have to wait and see.” He then 
turned on his heel, opening the door between their rooms. “I’m gonna go change real quick. 
If you wanna change, there’s extra clothes in the dresser that Techno grabbed for you when 
he went out the other day. That way you can stop wearing Ranboo’s extra shit.” 


The Pythia blinked. “Why can’t I just wear what I’m wearing? Are we going somewhere 
fancy?” 


“We’re not going anywhere fancy so you can wear that if you want,” Tommy shrugged. “It’s 
just that those are literally pajamas.” 


Glancing down, the Pythia realized that Tommy was right. Everyone in the temple seemed to 
wear joggers/sweatpants like a uniform, with his wardrobe being no exception. But they were 
also the same pants he slept in. And on closer inspection, he realized they were horribly 
wrinkled and stained with dust. 


The door shut behind Tommy, leaving the Pythia alone in his cell once more. This was... 
strange. Tommy said they weren’t going out in public, but they were leaving the temple. 
Were other people going to be around? Because if that was the case, why wasn’t Tommy 
worried about the possibility of the Pythia calling out for help? Was he going to be drugged 
again? 


A shudder ran down his spine at the thought. He never wanted to be that out of it again. 


Hopefully that wasn’t Tommy’s plan for the night. If it was, the Pythia was going to stay right 
where he was. 


Wandering over to the dresser, the Pythia opened it up to find a few pairs of pants and more 
sweaters folded neatly in the drawer. While none of it was as opulent as the clothing he was 
given to wear in the palace, it wasn’t like he cared that much about what he wore down here. 
At least the fabric seemed to be decent quality. 


He was currently wearing the spiderweb yellow knit sweater, and decided it was good enough 
to wear wherever they were going as well. So he picked out a pair of brown cargo overalls 
with deep pockets, and changed out of his sweatpants before pulling the straps up over his 
sweater. As he was putting his boots back on, Tommy knocked on their shared door again, 
and the Pythia yelled out, “come in!” 


Tommy had changed into a pair of bright red cargo pants with several black straps and 
buckles hanging off the sides (that seemed to be there solely for aesthetic purposes). Instead 
of the loose knit sweaters he seemed to live in down in the temple, he’d changed into a 
hoodie similar to the one he’d been wearing that first night after they left the palace. It was a 
soft shade of grey and very oversized, which once again seemed to be more of an aesthetic 
choice than anything else. 


(The Pythia had no room to judge. He’d been wearing a pearl veil the night Tommy 
kidnapped him). 


When Tommy noticed what the Pythia was wearing, he raised an eyebrow, focusing on the 
yellow sweater underneath the overalls. “You really like that one, huh?” 


The Pythia wrapped his arms around himself. “It’s... comfortable.” 


“You have plenty of other comfortable sweaters you could’ve changed into,” Tommy pointed 
out, looking like he was holding back a smile. “It’s okay, man. You can just say you like it.” 


Clenching his jaw, the Pythia shrugged. “It’s a nice shade of yellow.” 
It was getting more difficult for Tommy to hide his smile. “You like yellow?” 


“T guess,” the Pythia muttered, not sure why Tommy seemed so focused on his opinion of a 
color. “Are you gonna explain where you’re taking me now?” 


“Like I said, you’re gonna have to wait and see,” Tommy told him, darting out to grab his 
wrist again. The Pythia didn’t bother resisting, and let Tommy lead him out of his cell, the 
door clicking as it locked behind them. 


The two made their way down the dimly lit hall, their boots echoing against the stone under 
their feet. It seemed like most of the other Deathlings had already retired to their rooms for 
the evening, although the Pythia knew that either Techno or Phil would take their place 
outside the Pythia’s cell once he and Tommy returned for their nightly guard shift. 


They passed into the main chamber, the Pythia shrinking when he felt Kristin’s eyes on him 
once again. Glancing over his shoulder, he eyed the shimmering pink hologram that had 
replaced one of her arms, the light making some of the lighter flecks in the rest of the stone 


glow. These flecks looked almost like stars against the dark grey—like Kristin herself was 
made of starlight. 


Whoever had built that statue had incredible craftsmanship skills. Even the Pythia could 
admit that. 


Tommy led him to the vault door that he hadn’t been this close to since his escape attempt. 
Being so close to it again made his heart pound in his chest as he remembered the feeling of 
his head slamming against the ground, and seeing Phil’s metal wings arched above him like a 
vengeful angel. 


“Hey, you okay?” Tommy asked, glancing over his shoulder at him. 
“I’m fine,” the Pythia forced out. 
A crease formed between Tommy’s brows. He didn’t believe him. 


After a beat though, he huffed softly and turned back towards the door. “Just letting you 
know, if you try to fuck with my lungs again, or if you try to run at all, I'll stab you. Got it?” 


That stopped the Pythia dead in his tracks because he’d never heard a threat from Tommy 
sound that serious. 


“Uh, yeah, I understand,” he muttered, eyeing the knife Tommy was holding in the hand he 
didn’t have wrapped around his wrist. 


Tommy nodded. “Good. Now stand back.” 


Suddenly, Tommy let go of his wrist and gestured for him to back up. The Pythia watched as 
he tapped a passcode into a keypad that sat next to the door, before grabbing the vault wheel 
and spinning it to pull it open. 


(Distantly, the Pythia realized that even if he had made it to the door, he wouldn’t have been 
able to open it because of that passcode. The attempt was never going to work. And maybe 
that should’ve made him feel better about his failure, but it didn’t. If anything, it only crushed 
the bird in his chest more.) 


Once it was open, Tommy grabbed the Pythia again and led him back into the stairwell he 
hadn’t seen since his first night there. His memories of the kidnapping were hazy thanks to 
the drugs, but he remembered the all-consuming panic that had engulfed him once they’d 
reached the bottom of the steps. How he sat there and begged Tommy not to bring him into 
the temple, because he knew that his fate was sealed the moment he stepped through that 
door. 


It was almost sad to realize how little had changed since that first night. Maybe he was 
slightly less afraid of the Deathlings, but he was still their prisoner. He was still trapped in 
Kristin’s domain. And he still had no idea what the future held for him. 


And yet Tommy was letting him leave the temple. Albeit with a physical threat, but he was 
being allowed out all the same. 


As soon as the vault door slammed shut behind them, the same robotic bug as before flew out 
of Tommy’s pocket, casting everything in shades of soft purple. It hovered towards the 
staircase, and the Pythia’s heart sank when he remembered how long it had taken them to get 
down before. 


“I’m guessing we have to climb all the way back up?” 
Tommy huffed. “It’s not that bad.” 
Well, it’s not like the Pythia had much of a choice, right? 


Biting back a sigh, he began to follow Tommy up the stairs. The bug hovered close to 
Tommy’s head, only lighting the stairs a few at a time as they made their way up the spiral. 
The Pythia thought back to the night Tommy had guided him down these stairs. With his 
heart pounding in his ears and Tommy practically having to carry him, it was a miracle he 
hadn’t passed out, and that was only going down. He was certain that climbing up wasn’t 
going to be any better. 


Silence fell over both of them as they climbed. Boots clicking against stone, their puffs of 
breath echoing off the walls, the soft mechanical buzz of the flying light—these sounds 
danced around them, spinning around the Pythia’s head until he couldn’t tell which way the 
noise was coming from. His heart began to thud painfully against his chest the higher they 
climbed, but Tommy kept going, so he did as well. 


As they walked, the Pythia wondered what measures Tommy could have in place to keep him 
from escaping again. Sure, he threatened to stab the Pythia, but did he think that would be 
enough? 


...actually, maybe that was a question he needed to ask himself. Was Tommy’s threat enough 
to keep him from escaping? 


Clara hadn’t sent him a vision for this. He had no idea Tommy was going to take him out of 
the temple until it was already happening. If Clara wanted him to escape now, wouldn’t She 
have shown him in a vision beforehand? 


Or maybe this was punishment for his previous failure. She’d shown him how to escape 
before, and it didn’t work. So maybe She had decided to stop giving him guidance. Maybe 
She wanted him to figure it out for himself. Maybe this was a test. 


There was another option though. One that somehow made both more and less sense at the 
same time. 


She didn’t want him to try and escape tonight. Even if he saw the opportunity, he shouldn’t 
take it, because She hadn’t given him any precedent to do so. 


On the one hand, this didn’t make sense because he knew Clara wanted him to escape. While 
he was here, he couldn’t serve Her, so he needed to get back to the palace where he could 
resume his duties. Because he had a purpose. And without that purpose, all he was doing was 
taking up space. 


But on the other hand, he’d been the Pythia for nearly a decade now. In the scheme of an 
entire life, sure, that wasn’t much. However, it was long enough for him to say he knew how 
to do his job. He knew how Clara operated. How to interpret Her Will. And his gut was 
telling him that if Clara wanted him to escape tonight, She would’ve told him. 


Still, he failed Her once already. His instincts might not be trustworthy at all. 


He didn’t know what to do. He didn’t know, and that simple fact kept bouncing around his 
skull, sending his thoughts spinning around and around until he got so lost in his head, he 
didn’t even realize how much they had climbed until they reached the top of the stairs. 


Tommy pocketed the flying bug, and they were plunged into total darkness. Cool metal 
wrapped around his wrist once more, while Tommy’s other hand reached up and knocked on 
the door four times in rapid succession. 


Thump thump thump thump! 


A beat passed. Then another. The Pythia could feel the individual engravings in Tommy’s 
prosthetic against his skin, and distantly thought about how he preferred it when Tommy 
dragged him around using his metal hand. It was far more distracting when Tommy grabbed 
his wrist with his organic hand, because skin to skin contact wasn’t something he was very 
used to. It was always too warm, and made his own skin buzz in a strange way. Like if he 
looked at his wrist after Tommy had grabbed it, he could see an imprint where his fingers had 
wrapped around it, even though there wasn’t any real imprint there. 


The prosthetic hand was easier. Sometimes there was still that lingering buzz, but it was far 
more subtle. And there was no warmth either. 


Less of a distraction. 


The sound of footsteps on the other side of the door startled the Pythia out of his thoughts. 


There was the sound of a doorknob squeaking, and the Pythia stumbled back as he was 
suddenly blinded by light. 


“Hello Tommy from Downstairs and Tommy from Downstairs’ friend!” 


It was Charlie again. He didn’t look any different than the last time the Pythia had seen him 
—glasses, bright green eyes, that faint glow shining out from under his button-up shirt—and 
he was smiling as he glanced between the two of them. 


“Hey Charlie,” Tommy greeted, stepping past him into the glorified broom closet they’d gone 
through before. “Did Q mention I was visiting tonight?” 


“He sure did!” Charlie exclaimed, shutting the door to the stairwell behind them. The Pythia 
glanced to the right, noticing the door that led out to the alleyway Tommy had brought him in 
through. It was only a few feet away. With the element of surprise, maybe he could shove 
Tommy into Charlie just to stun them long enough for him to run out- 


The metal fingers around his wrist tightened, and the Pythia focused back on Tommy, who 
had narrowed his eyes at him. No words passed between them, but the look in his eyes said it 
all. 


Don t even think about it. 


“The VIP lounge has been totally closed for the night, just like you requested,” Charlie 
explained, opening the door straight across from the stairwell—the one that the Pythia had 
noticed light coming from that fateful first night. 


Tommy focused back on Charlie, giving him a grateful nod. “Thanks, man. Is he in there 
already?” 


Charlie nodded. “Sure is! But before I let you in, I’m gonna need something from you.” 


There was a beat of silence as Tommy frowned. Then his eyes widened in realization, and he 
let out a deep sigh as he leaned closer to Charlie and bared his teeth in something far too 
annoyed to be a smile. 


Those unnaturally green eyes darted over Tommy’s teeth, before looking back up at his eyes 
and giving an approving nod. “That’s great, Tommy from Downstairs. But I meant I wanna 
see his teeth.” 

He pointed at the Pythia, who stiffened while Tommy’s frown deepened. 


“Seriously?” 


“T’m just curious!” Charlie exclaimed. “I can’t imagine what your skulls look like if I can’t 
see your pearly whites!” 


Sighing again, Tommy pinched the bridge of his nose before glancing up at the Pythia. “You 
heard the man. Show him your teeth.” 


The Pythia blinked. “This feels invasive.” 


“Oh what, you got some weird Pythia rule about not showing your teeth too?” Tommy asked, 
raising an eyebrow. 


“No, it’s just a weird fucking thing to ask,” the Pythia shot back. “Charlie, why do you want 
to be able to picture what my skull looks like?” 


“I do that for everyone I meet. Bones are fascinating, y’know? I have many of them!” 
“That literally doesn’t explain anything,” the Pythia deadpanned. 


“Well this isn’t twenty questions, bucko. So either show me your teeth or get back in the 
creepy stairwell,” Charlie shot back, pointing at the door they’d just walked out of. 


...yeah, this wasn’t worth the argument. 


Shooting a glare at Tommy, the Pythia leaned forward and bared his teeth, waiting as 
Charlie’s eyes roamed over his mouth. After a few seconds, Charlie hummed and stepped 
back. 


“That wasn’t so hard, was it?” He asked, smiling again. 


The Pythia gave him a flat stare that he hoped Charlie could feel even through the blindfold. 
“You’re a weird guy.” 


“Says the guy in the blindfold,” Charlie retorted as he opened the door behind him. Light 
spilled into the broom closet, and Charlie made a grand sweeping gesture with his arm for 
them to walk through. “Thank you for the bones, and welcome to the VIP lounge.” 


“Fucking finally,” Tommy muttered as he dragged the Pythia through the doorway. 


As soon as they entered the lounge, the Pythia realized that this place must’ve been some 
kind of high end bar. The room was lit up in shades of gold and orange, with iridescent 
jagged lines painted across the walls like lightning bolts. Tile so black it could’ve been 
polished onyx clicked underneath the Pythia’s boots. Plush red and pink couches dotted the 
room, with a large bar taking up an entire wall. 


The bar was an art piece in itself. With glass paneling along the sides and a wall of crystalline 
bottles filled with neon liquid behind it, the bar practically shimmered in the gold and orange 
light. As Tommy led him closer to the bar, he also caught sight of a lone bartender wiping out 
a glass, and paused when he looked up. 


The bartender seemed to be somewhere in his early twenties, with jet black hair that fell to 
his shoulders, and a dark blue beanie shoved over top. One of his eyes was a simple organic 
brown. The other eye had a jagged scar running through it, all puckered skin several shades 
paler than the rest of his face. That eye was cybernetic, with the iris having been designed to 
mimic a literal black and red poker chip. 


It was an unsettling design choice to say the least. 


“Ayyy Big Q!” Tommy called out as soon as he spotted the bartender, dropping the Pythia’s 
wrist to run up to the bar. 


A wide grin split the bartender’s face. “Tommy my man!” He set down the glass he was 
holding, leaning over the bar counter to give Tommy a half-hug. “How’s my favorite wanted 
criminal?” 


“Oh y’know, being the coolest man as always,” Tommy joked, pulling back from the hug 
after a moment. “Thanks for doing this by the way. I was gonna go fucking nuts if I didn’t get 
out of the temple sooner or later.” 


“It’s no problem, Tommy. The bar’s been rented out for some bachelorette party tonight, so 
the VIP lounge was gonna be closed any-” 


The bartender cut himself off when his eyes fell on the Pythia, who was hanging back a few 
steps behind Tommy. He tried not to curl in on himself when the poker chip eye met his own 
behind the blindfold, but felt his shoulders hunch anyway. 


“Well shit. So you’re the Pythia, huh?” The bartender asked, something like amusement 
glinting in his eyes. 


Clenching his jaw, the Pythia forced himself to straighten up, and lifted his chin to meet the 
bartender’s eyes. “Yes, I am.” He looked over at Tommy. “Here against my will, as I’m sure 
you’re aware.” 


The bartender laughed. “Oh yeah, I heard all about how Tommy over here kidnapped you 
right from under that motherfucker Schlatt’s nose.” He rested his elbows against the bar, 
giving the Pythia another look up and down. “My name’s Quackity. You drink?” 


The Pythia blinked, and took a step closer to the bar. “Uh, sometimes.” 


From the corner of his eye, he saw Tommy raised his eyebrows in surprise. But he didn’t say 
anything as Quackity placed a menu on the counter between both of them. 


“Take your pick, gentlemen.” 


Although the Pythia was more than familiar with alcohol, cocktails were another thing 
entirely. The palace had countless bottles of finely-aged wines and some darker liquor like 
whiskeys and bourbons on hand, but the only time the Pythia had been given the opportunity 
to order actual cocktails was during the occasional parties Schlatt held. 


The menu was overwhelming. Drinks with names like Neon Petals and Flickering Hologram 
stood out against the page, and the Pythia had to lean closer to actually read the ingredients in 
the dim light. 


“Big Q, you know I don’t understand any of this fancy shit,” Tommy said after a moment. 
“Just make me something P1 like.” 


“How about a juice box?” The Pythia teased, a smirk hinting at the corners of his lips. 
Tommy glared at him. “I’m eighteen, asshole. Totally allowed to drink.” 
The Pythia glanced back down at the menu. “Doubtful,” he muttered. 


Quackity snorted as he picked out a few bottles from the glass display behind him. “Damn. 
You get shit from your own kidnapping victim?” 


“Can you believe it?” Tommy huffed, leaning against the bar. “I thought the Pythia was 
gonna be all ominous and dramatic, but no, he’s just a bitch.” 


“I can be both. I’m multi-faceted,” the Pythia pointed out, before a specific drink name 
caught his eye. 


The Pythia 5 Prophecy. 


That was kind of funny. 
“Can I get a Pythia’s Prophecy? I feel obligated to try it.” 


As he scooped some ice into a mixing cup, Quackity barked out a surprised laugh. “Oh shit, 
forgot that was on there! Yeah, sure, I’1l whip that right up for you after I finish Tommy’s 
drink.” 


Pushing the menu away from him, the Pythia looked up to watch Quackity make the drinks. 
He moved up and down the bar with practiced ease, ducking down to grab juice from a 
fridge, spinning on his heel to get a bottle of pink liquor off the wall, the mixing cup rattling 
in his hand all the while. It was almost like watching a choreographed dance. Quackity took 
out two glasses—one tall and one round—and poured Tommy’s drink into the round glass. It 
was bright yellow and fizzy as could be, Quackity pouring what looked like club soda to top 
it off before garnishing it with an orange wedge. 


“There you go,” Quackity said as he pushed it towards Tommy. 
Tommy took a small sip, eyes lighting up at the taste. “Oh this fucks.” 


Quackity chuckled as he poured the pink liquor into the mixing cup. “Bet you can’t taste any 
of the vodka in that, huh?” 


“Nope. That’s what I like about it,” Tommy said, grinning as he took another sip. 


Of course. The Pythia had a feeling that if he tried a sip of Tommy’s drink, it’d be so sweet 
he’d want to spit it out. Then again, liquor was an acquired taste. The first time he’d had wine 
was at a small celebration the former Emperor had held once he had officially taken over as 
Pythia. Someone had handed it to him and he took a swig without thinking, nearly spitting it 
out all over the floor. He ended up avoiding the stuff for another several years after that. 


(That’s not to say that was his first time trying alcohol. But the homemade moontane the 
teenagers sold at the night markets tasted like straight gasoline, so it wasn’t anything 
comparable to wine). 


After mixing in a few more things, Quackity poured the Pythia’s drink into the tall glass in 
one smooth motion. Once it was full, he dropped in a few dashes of some kind of glitter, and 
stirred it with a silver spoon before garnishing it with dried flower petals. 


The drink itself was a soft shade of pink that shimmered with the glitter Quackity had added 
in. Considering the drink, the Pythia took a hesitant sip, eyes widening at the taste. 


A little sweet, a little sour, and a little bitter. It was a surprisingly well-balanced mix, with a 
heavy floral taste settling in afterwards. 


The Pythia hummed. “I like it.” 


“Damn, if only I could use that as an advertisement. ‘Get the Pythia’s Prophecy! It has the 
Pythia’s approval!’” Quackity joked, rinsing out the mixing glasses in the sink. 


“I’m surprised you’re allowed to drink at all,” Tommy muttered, stirring his drink absently 
with his straw. “You have so many weird ass rules you have to follow.” 


Clenching his jaw, the Pythia pulled his drink closer to him. “They’re not weird. It’s part of a 
tradition that’s been passed down for centuries.” He paused, his eyes flickering to Tommy’s 
arms which, while covered by his hoodie, he knew were covered in tattoos. “Also that’s a 
little rich coming from a Deathling.” 


Tommy scoffed. ““We never said someone has to give up their name to serve Kristin, so I 
think we’ve got you beat there.” 


Quackity raised an eyebrow at that, but stayed silent as he dried out the mixing glasses with a 
rag. 


Meanwhile, the Pythia curled his hand tighter around his glass. “I serve my Goddess in any 
way she asks me to. What’s so difficult to understand about that?” 


For a moment, Tommy looked like he wanted to argue. He opened his mouth, presumably to 
shoot back some retort that would only prove how little he understood about Clara worship, 
and the Pythia waited. He waited for the debate to open up. He waited to defend the sacred 
traditions that had been passed down for generations to someone who couldn’t give less of a 
shit about them. 


But then, some kind of realization seemed to flash over Tommy’s face. He shut his mouth, 
taking another sip of his drink as he hopped off the bar stool. “Stay here. I gotta go ask 
Charlie about a supply drop.” 


The Pythia frowned as Tommy walked to the other side of the lounge, where Charlie was 
sitting at a table plugging numbers into a holo-pad. He sat down beside him and the two fell 
into a hushed conversation, and the Pythia huffed as he let his gaze flicker around the rest of 
the room. 


Besides himself, Tommy, Charlie, and Quackity, there was one other person in the room he 
hadn’t noticed till now. A guy who couldn’t have been that much older than Tommy stood in 
front of a door that was on the opposite side of the room from the bar, which the Pythia 
figured led out of the VIP lounge and into the public part of the bar. 


The guy standing in front of the door seemed to be a security guard. His hair was a much 
ashier shade of blonde than Tommy’s, and his eyes glowed an unnatural shade of purple. He 
also wore a heavy purple cargo jacket and grey pants, with his sleeve being pulled up just 
enough on his left arm to reveal a sleek, silver cybernetic arm. It was completely different 
from any of the prosthetics Sam made for the Deathlings, with a smooth shell and a purple 
glow emanating from the seams. Those were the kind of cybernetic limbs the Pythia was far 
more used to seeing. It had no intricate carvings like the ones on Tommy’s hand or Niki’s 
arms—designed for efficiency instead of artistry. 


The guard leaned against the wall next to the door, deeply engrossed in whatever he was 
playing on the phone he had in his hands. Despite that though, the Pythia could see the way 


his pockets bulged with sharp points, and knew that if he made a single move for the door, he 
was going to end up getting skewered. 


Biting back a sigh, the Pythia turned back to the bar, and took another long sip of his drink. 


“Yeah, if you’re thinking about making a break for it, I wouldn’t recommend it,” Quackity 
said, the Pythia jumping with the reminder that he was there. “Purpled might seem distracted, 
but the kid is ruthless. I’ve seen him put guys three times his size in the hospital with a single 
punch.” 


The Pythia suppressed a shudder. “Wasn’t planning on it, but thanks for the warning.” 


A beat passed as the Pythia continued to sip at his drink. Quackity had finished cleaning off 
the bar, and leaned over the counter, once again looking him up and down. 


“Y’ know, you’re-” 


“If you say I’m not what you were expecting, I’m going to throw this drink in your face,” the 
Pythia cut him off, his sour mood worsening by the second. 


Quackity chuckled at that. “You hear that a lot then I’m guessing?” 


“From every single person I’ve met here,” he grumbled, taking a longer swig. “Like, I get it. 
The public doesn’t really know shit about the Pythia so you guys just make up ideas in your 
head about what the Pythia is like. But it gets a little grating to hear after a while.” 


“Ah yes, I’m sure it’s so hard living in the palace with servants waiting on you hand and foot 
all day,” Quackity mocked. 


The Pythia scowled. “Fuck you.” 


“Fuck you too, prick,” Quackity shot back, grinning now. “Whether you like it or not, I gotta 
say, I didn’t expect you to be so...” 


“Dickish?” The Pythia suggested. 


“T was gonna say bitchy, but yeah, that works too,” Quackity nodded. “You also get along 
better with Tommy than I thought you would, given the murder attempt and all.” 


Clenching his jaw, the Pythia’s gaze fell to the bar counter, tracing patterns in the stone with 
his eyes. “So that’s just something everyone knows about then. Got it.” 


“Pretty much. It’s kind of par for the course when it comes to the Deathlings. They love to 
gossip.” 


Something in the way he phrased that made the Pythia pause. “Wait, are you a Deathling?” 


Quackity shook his head. “Nope. Me, Charlie, Purpled—none of us are. But the entrance to 
one of the last intact Death Temples just happens to be under my bar, and I respect what 
they’re doing, so we’re a bit like... business partners.” 


The Pythia stiffened at this. “So you worship Clara then? Because if you do, She’s going to 
forsake you for not helping me get back-” 


“I don’t need a fucking sermon, dude,” Quackity said, cutting him off. “For your information, 
no, I don’t worship Clara either.” 


“Then what do you worship?” The Pythia asked, frowning as he tried to think of any other 
smaller religions Quackity might follow. 


“Nothing,” Quackity shrugged. “I don’t really feel a need to put my faith into a higher power. 
I’m the one with the most power in my life. If I want something to change, then I gotta be the 
one to make that happen.” 


...huh. 


Everyone was supposed to follow the word of Clara. That was just a given. It was Her Will 
that guided their country after all. While there were varying levels of devotion found amidst 
the population, it was almost impossible to find anyone who outright didn’t worship her. The 
Deathlings were in direct opposition to Clara, choosing to worship Kristin instead. But it was 
even rarer to find someone who didn’t worship either, at least on some level. 


“But I don’t- but- Clara is very real,” the Pythia pointed out, struggling to find his words. 


“Yeah, I accept that she’s real. But that doesn’t mean I have to worship her,” Quackity 
pointed out. “You accept that Kristin’s real but you don’t worship her, right?” 


That- 
That was an infuriatingly good point. 
“I mean, I guess so. But it’s different.” 


“How so?” Quackity asked, raising an eyebrow. “I just don’t consider myself involved in all 
that shit. Clara’s got her plans or whatever, Kristin’s got her plans, and neither of them 
concern me. I’m living my own life. Master of my own destiny and all that bullshit.” 


Well, the Pythia supposed that made sense. He didn’t understand it, but while it was illegal to 
worship Kristin, there was technically no law saying someone had to worship Clara. It was 
just... expected. 


Shaking his head, the Pythia took another long sip of his drink. “I don’t know what else I 
expected from someone who works with Deathlings. I suppose that’s on me for being 
surprised.” 


In all honesty, the Pythia had no idea what to think of Quackity. He wasn’t a Deathling, but 
he was sympathetic to them. Even though he clearly liked Tommy, he talked about the 
Pythia’s escape attempt casually, without any kind of hidden resentment for him. He didn’t 
seem to get offended by the Pythia’s attitude, but wouldn’t take things lying down either. 


Not only did he make infuriatingly good points, but Quackity himself was an infuriating 
person. Solely because the Pythia couldn’t decide what to think of him. 


“Hey, can I ask you a question?” Quackity suddenly asked, breaking the Pythia out of his 
thoughts. 


“Uh, sure, but I might not answer,” the Pythia told him. 


“Fair enough. I was just wondering if Schlatt’s as much of a prick in real life as he seems on 
TV.” 


The Pythia—who had been in the middle of taking another swig of his drink—broke into a 
coughing fit at the question. He hunched over, trying to clear out his lungs as the liquor 
burned his throat, while Quackity watched with his arms folded over his chest. 


Once he could breathe again, he looked up to see Quackity raising a single eyebrow. 
Expectant. 


Shit. 


“Schlatt’s a... dedicated leader,” the Pythia tried, wincing at how obvious the lie in his voice 
was. 


Quackity snorted. “Dedicated to his liquor cabinet maybe.” He paused then, leaning over the 
bar so he was face to face with the Pythia. “C’mon, man, he’s not listening in. I wanna know 
what you really think of him.” 


Well fuck, that was a tempting offer. To finally air out some of the grievances he had about 
Schlatt to someone who wouldn’t go running back to him with the information. Obviously he 
couldn’t say anything about his visions and the way Schlatt reacted to them, but- 


No, what was he saying? He couldn’t tell Quackity any of that. If he did, then Quackity 
would tell the Deathlings, and the Deathlings would figure out how rocky his relationship 
with Schlatt was from the get-go. 


As if he could read his mind though, Quackity then added, “I won’t tell the Deathlings either, 
if that’s what you’re worried about.” 


And while the Pythia knew this wasn’t a good idea, he finished the drink Quackity had given 
him, and a low buzzing was humming under all his thoughts. He wasn’t drunk—in fact, he 
was barely even tipsy. The drink itself had been rather weak, but he could feel just enough of 
it to shove aside some of the anxiety churning in his gut as he considered the question again. 


Quackity wasn’t a Deathling. He wasn’t a Clara worshipper either. In this way, he was almost 
like a neutral party. Not quite, given his arrangement with the Deathlings, but close enough to 
make him consider it. 


After all, he’d been waiting for the opportunity to bitch about Schlatt to someone. 


“Fine. You wanna know the truth?” The Pythia asked, raising an eyebrow. 


Quackity’s eyes were bright with excitement as he nodded. 


“He’s a piece of shit,” the Pythia said, his voice dropping to a whisper. “He never fucking 
listens to his council, he always thinks he knows best in any situation, and he drinks so much, 
I wouldn’t be surprised if he needs a synthetic liver in the next ten years.” 


“Oh, I fucking knew it,” Quackity chuckled. 


“Also he’s corrupt, but everyone already knows that,” the Pythia huffed, shaking his head. 
“Schlatt only cares about money and power. He’s greedy and arrogant. So arrogant in fact 
that he never even listens to-” 


The Pythia cut himself off, fear stabbing through him as he realized what he almost just said. 
He never even listens to me, or Clara for that matter. 


That’s what he was going to say. He got carried away with his ranting, and almost broke the 
sacred covenant between the Pythia and the Emperor. 


Suddenly, there was a new voice. 
“Who never listens?” 


Stiffening, the Pythia glanced over his shoulder to see Tommy standing behind him, empty 
drink glass in hand as his eyes flickered between him and Quackity. 


Before the Pythia could even try to think of a response, Quackity jumped in with, “The 
bartender at the palace. Apparently that guy was a real dick.” 


Tommy furrowed his brows. “The bartender was a dick?” 


“Uh-” the Pythia straightened in his seat, “yeah, he was. Also sucked at making drinks, but 
Schlatt liked him so he stuck around.” 


There was a beat of silence as Tommy considered this. Then, he nodded, expression 
unreadable as he slid back into his seat next to the Pythia. “So Quackity’s drinks are better 
than what you could get in the palace?” 


Quackity gave him an expectant look at this. Asshole. 
“T suppose,” the Pythia grumbled. 


“Thank you very much. I take tips of all kinds,” Quackity joked, smirking as he took the 
empty glass from Tommy and began rinsing it out. “Do you guys want another round?” 


The Pythia shook his head. He’d already gotten perilously close to slipping up once, so he 
wasn’t going to make that mistake again. 


“I think we’re both fine for now, Big Q,” Tommy said, slumping against the bar. 


“Alright. Just let me know,” Quackity said, taking the Pythia’s glass as well and setting it 
down by the sink, but leaving the water off. “Y’know, I just realized, I never ID’d you.” 


Tommy frowned. “Me?” 


“No dumbass, not you,” Quackity huffed. “You. Pythia. I didn’t check to make sure you were 
old enough to drink.” 


...huh? 


“Wh- I’m an adult!” The Pythia argued, ignoring the shit-eating grin Tommy was shooting 
his way. 


Quackity snorted. “I know. I’m just fucking with you. But it is hard to tell how old you are 
with that blindfold on.” 


Rolling his eyes behind the fabric, the Pythia slumped back. “That’s kind of the point.” 
Both Quackity and Tommy’s eyes snapped towards him at this. 
“I thought that was just for the curse?” Tommy asked, his brows furrowing. 


“Well, yeah, it is. But it also serves to help hide my face a bit more,” the Pythia explained, 
folding his arms over his chest. “It’s not, like, a strict rule or anything. But that’s why I was 
wearing that stupid veil when you kidnapped me. It’s rare for those living outside the palace 
to interact with the Pythia, so when they do, it’s encouraged for the Pythia to wear something 
that obscures their face. I’m a living representation of Clara. If my face is obscured, it’s easier 
for outsiders to just project Clara onto me instead of seeing me as an individual. It also makes 
it more difficult to tell how old I am, which plays into making it easier to see the Pythia as 
just a vessel for Clara.” 


A strained silence fell over the room after the Pythia finished speaking. He kept his eyes on 
the counter, ignoring the weight of Quackity and Tommy’s stares on his shoulders. 


A second ticked by. Then another. 
Then, 


“So that’s why you won’t tell me how old you are,” Tommy whispered, more to himself than 
to the Pythia. 


The Pythia huffed. “I told you, I’m a vessel. My age doesn’t mean anything.” 


Another beat. There was some kind of conflict playing out on Tommy’s face, like he was at 
war with himself about what to say next. 


“I think we gotta head back soon,” Tommy suddenly said, flashing Quackity a pointed look. 
“Can we close the tab?” 


Quackity nodded. “Uh, yeah, sure. I'll get that set up right now.” 


“Hey,” Tommy said, tapping on his shoulder, “can you go stand by the door with Charlie for 
a second? I gotta ask Q about Deathling shit.” 


The Pythia frowned, noticing Charlie waiting to let them back into the broom closet that led 
to the stairwell. Although it wasn’t like he could say no, he was still annoyed at Tommy 
shooing him away like a child who couldn’t hear the adults talking. 


With a quiet sigh, the Pythia got out of his seat and made his way over to the door where 
Charlie was waiting. 


“Hi there Tommy’s friend from Downstairs,” Charlie greeted him with a wide smile. 


“Uh, hey Charlie,” the Pythia said, shoving his hands in the pockets of his overalls. “Do you 
need to see my teeth again?” 


“No, but do you want me to look at them again?” Charlie asked, raising both his eyebrows. 
The Pythia blinked. “No, I'd rather not.” 


“Alright then. You have good teeth though. Your skull seems like it’d be very well- 
structured.” 


All his years of schmoozing with the rich and powerful at Schlatt’s parties did nothing to 
prepare him for a conversation like this. 


“Uh... thanks.” 
“No problem!” Charlie quipped, seeming pleased with himself. 


A beat passed. The Pythia glanced over at the bar, and noticed that Quackity’s back was 
turned away from him and Charlie, some kind of credit reader in his hands as he presumably 
pulled up his and Tommy’s tab. There was something else in Quackity’s hand that the Pythia 
couldn’t make out at first, but after a moment, he realized it was just the glass he drank out 
of. Quackity must’ve been rinsing it out. 


After a few seconds, Quackity lifted the credit read and tilted the screen out of the Pythia’s 
view so Tommy could read it. The Pythia watched Tommy’s eyes narrow at whatever was 
written on the screen, and he wondered if the bill was larger than Tommy had expected. 


Suddenly, Tommy’s eyes flickered up to meet his blindfold, and he quickly turned his head 
despite the fact that Tommy couldn’t really see that the Pythia had been staring at him. 


“Say, can I ask for a favor?” 


The Pythia jumped at Charlie’s low voice so close to his ear, and turned back around to see 
Charlie giving him a conspiratorial grin. 


“I... I don’t know,” the Pythia stammered, not liking the look Charlie was giving him 
whatsoever. 


“Look man, it’s not hard. All I need is for you to go down to the catacombs in your temple 
and grab me some bones.” 


What? 
“What?” The Pythia asked, brows furrowing. “I don’t even know where the catacombs are-” 
He cut himself off as a lightbulb went off in his mind. 


“Wait, if I get you bones, will you be able to help me get out of here?” The Pythia asked, his 
heart picking up speed. 


Charlie stared at him for a moment, before his eyes went wide and he let out a startled laugh. 
“Oh, no, I can’t do that for you. I can’t be bribed.” 


“Even if I got you a lot of bones?” The Pythia asked despite the fact that he had no clue 
where the fuck he would even find these bones. 


“Nope!” Charlie exclaimed, shaking his head. “I can’t be bought! But if you want free drinks 
in exchange for bones then that can be arranged!” 


Although disappointment washed over the Pythia at his offer being shut down so quickly, he 
had to admit, he was also kind of relieved. The idea of handling any human remains made 
him sick to his stomach. And that wasn’t even considering the fact that he had no clue why 
Charlie wanted them. 


“Alright, let’s head back,” Tommy said, suddenly appearing at his side with his arms folded 
over his chest. 


Glancing back at the bar, the Pythia could see Quackity staring at the credit reader with 
furrowed brows like Tommy. After a beat though, he looked up to meet the Pythia’s 
blindfold, and flashed him a sharp grin. 


“PII see you two again soon!” Quackity called out, waving at them both as Charlie led them 
back into the broom closet. 


“Later Big Q!” Tommy replied, waving as he hurried after Charlie. 
The Pythia gave one small wave, and just like that, the door was clicking shut behind him. 


Charlie held open the door to the stairwell, and gave the Pythia a knowing look as he 
followed Tommy into the darkness. Except that only served to confuse him more, because he 
and Charlie hadn’t struck a deal on anything. 


...hopefully Charlie wouldn’t be expecting any bones from him the next time they came up 
here. 


“Bye Tommy from Downstairs and Tommy’s friend!” 


“Bye Charlie,” Tommy waved back, while the Pythia stayed silent as the door swung shut 
once more. 


And just like that, they were engulfed in darkness. 


Without saying a word, Tommy took out the bug light, and the Pythia followed him back 
down the narrow stairwell. At least this descent was much easier than the first, given how he 
wasn’t drugged this time. Also, the fact that he wasn’t completely scared shitless helped 
things a bit as well, even if the darkness pressing in on him still made the anxiety ball up in 
his chest like a physical weight. 


Tommy was strangely quiet the entire walk down the steps. He was quiet, and he seemed to 
be avoiding looking at the Pythia, keeping his eyes fixed firmly on his feet. While a part of 
the Pythia wanted to ask if something was wrong, Tommy did have a drink tonight. It was 
entirely possible he was just one of the rare few that got quieter when he wasn’t sober. 


But the bird in his chest puffed up its feathers, telling him that there was something more to it 
than that. 


When they reached the bottom of the steps, a strange weight lifted off his shoulders. It was 
gone. His opportunity to escape was gone for now, so he didn’t have to keep searching for 
options. He could just... breathe. 


Tommy pressed the same small button embedded in the door he had the first night they’d 
entered the temple. The enchantment runes lit up, and the surface glowed that soft shade of 
purple before fading away once again. 


“Tommy? Is that you?” Phil’s muffled voice echoed out. 
“Who the fuck else would it be?” Tommy called out. 


Even through the door, the Pythia could hear Phil’s sigh. He stepped back as the vault door 
swung open, Tommy grabbing his wrist once more to drag him back into the temple. 


“Told you I could keep an eye on him,” Tommy said as soon as Phil laid eyes on them. 


“Well, I guess you had a point,” Phil acquiesced, stepping around them both to shut the door 
once more. “I still think it was risky as fuck but-” 


“But you still agreed to it!” Tommy reminded him, shooting him a pointed look. “So you 
don’t get to say shit. We hung out with Quackity and everything went fucking great.” 


Pinching the bridge of his nose, Phil let out another sigh. “Nothing’s changed. I’m still going 
to take the guards shift outside your rooms tonight.” 


Tommy’s face fell. “But Phil-” 


“No buts,” Phil snapped, cutting him off. “It’s for your own safety, Tommy.” 


Pouting, Tommy tightened his grip on the Pythia’s wrist as he turned towards the hall that led 
to their rooms. “Fine then. See you in a bit, bitch!” 


Phil didn’t bother responding to that as Tommy led the Pythia back to his cell. 


As soon as they were out of Phil’s sight, Tommy fell silent once again. His playful whining 
had turned to smoke, nervous energy practically bouncing off of him as the two of them made 
their way down the empty hall. 


There was something up with Tommy. But again, he had no idea what that was. Did he feel 
sick from the drink and he was just too embarrassed to admit it? Or was there more going on 
here? 


They got to the cell room door and as Tommy was typing in the passcode to open it up, the 
Pythia found himself opening his mouth without thinking about it. 


“Are you alright?” 
Tommy froze, one hand on the keypad, the other still holding his wrist. 
“Uh, yeah, I’m fine,” he said, still refusing to look at him. “Just tired.” 


Even the Pythia could tell that was a lie. But then again, it’s not like he and Tommy were 
friends. Not even close. Tommy was his kidnapper and prison warden. He’d nearly killed the 
kid just a week before. The Pythia had no reason to worry if something was going on with 
him. 


But... he was. He was worried about Tommy, and the realization wasn’t as earth-shattering as 
it should’ve been. It didn’t make them friends. But the Pythia wasn’t sure he could think of 
Tommy as his enemy either. 


Or maybe he was just buzzed. That was a possibility too. 


So caught up in his own head, he didn’t even realize Tommy had opened the door until he 
was practically shoving him inside. He stumbled into the cell, taking a few steps to steady 
himself, before he heard the door click shut behind him. 


Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Tommy was in the room with him. He’d shut the cell 
door, but wasn’t making a move for the shared door that led to his room. Instead, he was 
just... standing there. Watching him. 


The worry that had balled itself up in the Pythia’s chest suddenly dissolved into gut-churning 
anxiety. The bird began to peck at his ribs, and he forced himself to straighten up and meet 
Tommy’s gaze. 


“What are you-” 
“Wilbur.” 


And- 


And it was like the world fell out from underneath his feet. 


For a moment, he could only stare. The bird shrieked, his skin buzzed, his thoughts spun out 
of control as he wondered if he heard Tommy correctly. Because that wasn’t possible. It 
wasn’t possible that Tommy just said that- 


The Pythia stumbled back. His breath caught in his throat, blood roaring in his ears as he 
wrapped trembling arms around himself. 


“Where did you hear that name?” He forced out in a broken voice. 


That- That shouldn’t be possible. Tommy shouldn’t have had any way of finding that. But 
somehow he did, and now he was here, and staring at him with something sad in his eyes but 
he knew, he knew that name and- 


“Answer me!” He shouted, his entire body shaking as he pressed himself against the wall, 
wishing he could just turn around and run away from Tommy’s piercing eyes. 


Clenching his jaw, Tommy shrugged, although it seemed forced. “Quackity doesn’t just run a 
bar,” he said softly, his eyes burning into the blindfold. “He’s got access to information 
networks. Huge databases that can pull government files with something as small as a 
fingerprint.” 


Suddenly, the pieces fell into place. The way Quackity had taken his glass but hadn’t rinsed it 
out. How he’d been holding it while Tommy had been paying his tab. Maybe that wasn’t a 
credit reader at all. Maybe that was a scanner Quackity used on the fingerprints from his glass 
so he could run them through a database to find... 


To find his past. 
“Wh- What else was on there?” He stammered, curling further against the wall. 


“Not much. I think the file got scrubbed,” Tommy said, guilt tugging at the corners of his 
lips. “All it had was your name and a picture of you from when you were a kid. No birthday, 
no age, no information about where you’re from—you weren’t even wearing the blindfold in 
the picture, but I couldn’t see your eyes anyway because you had all this fucking hair falling 
over them.” Although that last part seemed to be some kind of joke, the Pythia wasn’t 
laughing, and Tommy’s weak smile disappeared as quickly as it came. “I could tell it was you 
though, Wilbur.” 


Flinching, he shook his head. “Don’t call me that.” 
“It’s your name,” Tommy argued, taking a step forward. 


“No.” His breathing was picking up speed, the anxiety buzzing under his skin and making 
him want to throw up as that name echoed in his ears. “That’s not my name. Not anymore.” 


“Do you have a different name you’d wanna be called instead?” Tommy asked, raising an 
eyebrow. 


He shook his head again. “I don’t have a name.” 


“You see, I think that’s bullshit,” Tommy said, taking another step closer. “I didn’t know 
much about the Pythia and all that tradition shit when I first met you, but the more you’ve 
told me about it, the more messed up it sounds. Not having a name, not letting people see 
your face, not wanting to be seen as a fucking individual because you’re meant to just be a 
vessel—don’t you get how fucked up that is?” 


“You don’t know anything!” The Pythia snarled, a wave of anger temporarily blocking out 
the terror that had frozen him in place. “This is the way it’s been for centuries and-” 


“And what? It’s still fucked up,” Tommy countered, taking another step forward so they were 
face to face. “If you want to give me another name to call you by, I will. But I’m not calling 
you the Pythia anymore.” 


No, this wasn’t right. But it just went to show how little Tommy cared about Clara. He was a 
fucking Deathling after all. What did it matter to him if he was disrespecting one of the most 
basic tenets of Pythian order? 


“I don’t have a name,” he repeated through gritted teeth. 


“You do,” he repeated, those blue eyes blazing as he tilted his chin up so the Pythia couldn’t 
avoid his gaze. “You’re not an empty vessel. You’re Wilbur.” 


Even just hearing that name said out loud felt like a brand being seared into his chest. It hurt. 
It hurt so much more than he ever thought it would to hear again, and it was made even worse 
by the fact that it was coming out of a Deathling’s mouth. 


“I’m not,” he whispered, the words sounding far weaker than he meant them to. 


“You are,” Tommy insisted. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Wilbur.” 
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The next morning, the Pythia woke up from a dreamless sleep with a rock in his chest. 


As soon as he opened his eyes, he heard it again. That name echoing in his ears, bouncing 
around his skull over and over and over again. He heard it in Tommy’s voice, noticing the 
way his accent had clipped it so the ‘r’ sound at the end was almost gone. 


Their argument the night before had ended with the Pythia demanding Tommy leave his 
room, and Tommy narrowing his eyes before he went back through their shared door. After 
that, the Pythia had pressed his back to the stone wall as hard as he could, arms wrapped over 
his knees as he prayed to Clara for forgiveness. Begging Her to understand that this wasn’t 
his fault. Promising Her he wouldn’t lose his sense of purpose. 


He was relieved he didn’t dream that night. 


Now he was awake and had to deal with the reality of his situation. Tommy knew that name. 
There was no undoing that one. If the Pythia hadn’t been so taken back hearing that name 
again, he might’ve been able to hide his reaction. He could’ve pretended that he’d never 
heard the name in his life, and Tommy would’ve been forced to assume he got it wrong. 


But that wasn’t what happened. The Pythia heard that name, and his mind shut off. His panic 
overrode everything else, and Tommy knew what that name was to him now. 


Sitting up in his bed, the Pythia grabbed his blindfold from his pillow, his fingertips tracing 
the embroidered runes. That name meant nothing to him. The blindfold represented what he 
was more than that name did. 


He was Clara’s. And something of Clara’s didn’t need a name. 


Suddenly, there was a sharp knock at the door between his and Tommy’s room, and he didn’t 
even get a chance to brace himself before, 


“Wilbur! You awake yet?” 
And there it was. Another slap to the face. Another brand in his chest. 


Clenching his jaw, the Pythia tied the blindfold around the back of his head in total silence. 
That name wasn’t his, so he wasn’t going to respond to it. It was as simple as that. 


A few beats passed, before Tommy knocked again. “Hey, seriously, are you up?” 
The Pythia kept his lips pressed in a thin line. The knocking faded out. 


“Look, I’m gonna come in there, so if you’re awake you should probably get that blindfold 
on,” Tommy said, sounding a little more nervous now. “I still have the knife so don’t try to 
attack me.” 


Another beat passed. Then, the door creaked open. 


Tommy poked his head in, his organic hand white-knuckling his knife while his prosthetic 
held the door open. His eyes darted around the room before falling on the Pythia, and he 
flinched back in surprise. 


“Shit! You’re awake!” He yelped, nearly dropping his knife as he regained his footing. After 
straightening up again, Tommy stepped fully into the room, letting the door slam shut behind 
him. “Why the fuck didn’t you say anything?” 


Even if he couldn’t see it, the Pythia hoped Tommy could feel the glare through his blindfold. 


“You didn’t call for me,” the Pythia said, his voice surprisingly even despite the way his heart 
was pounding in his chest. 


Tommy frowned. “I literally did though.” 


The Pythia stared him down, and as the seconds ticked on, realization dawned over Tommy’s 
face. 


“Wait, did you not say anything because I called you Wilbur?” 


“I told you, I don’t have a name,” the Pythia gritted out between clenched teeth. “So stop 
calling me that.” 


Tommy blinked, something like resignation flashing over his face. “Alright, fine. If I wake 
you up that’s your own fucking fault.” 


“So you’re not going to stop calling me that then?” The Pythia asked, raising an eyebrow. 


“Nope.” Tommy shook his head. “If you hate it so much, give me a different name to call 
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you. 
The Pythia frowned. “No.” 


“Aw c’mon, we can even brainstorm it!” Tommy exclaimed, stepping closer to the Pythia. 
“There are a ton of names out there you can use if you don’t like Wilbur. Like, uh...” he 
paused, furrowing his brows. “Steve! I could always call you Steve if you like?” 


Although Tommy was giving him a shit-eating grin, the Pythia wasn’t smiling. His heart was 
still rattling the cage of his ribs, and he wrapped his arms tighter around himself as he shook 
his head. 


“That’s not the fucking point, Tommy,” he said, squeezing his eyes shut. “It’s not about that 
name, it’s about any name. The Pythia gives up their name for Clara. That name you keep 
saying hasn’t been mine for-” he cut himself off before he could say the actual number of 
years it had been, and instead just finished with, “a long time.” 


“So you’re saying you don’t feel anything when I call you Wilbur?” Tommy asked, taking 
another step towards him. “There’s nothing inside of you that still recognizes it? It’s just a 
sound?” 


The Pythia wanted to nod. He wanted to tell Tommy that the name meant nothing to him, 
because it wasn’t his. He’d given it up, so it was only a sound to him. That was that. 


Except... he couldn’t move his head. And he couldn’t make his mouth form the word yes. 
The bird in his chest had been startled to attention, and as it pecked at his ribs, he could feel 
the echo reverberate through his entire body. 


“Wilbur,” Tommy said in a much softer voice, now standing right in front of him. 


The bird perked up at the name it should’ve forgotten long ago, and the Pythia thought back 
to the last time he’d heard his own name said out loud. 


”What’s your name?” The Pythia asked, circling him with a thin silver ruler in her hand. 


He was cold. The desk in front of him was made of really pretty stone, but it was like ice to 
the touch. It seeped all the warmth out of his arms, but every time he tried to wrap them 
around himself, the Pythia ordered him to keep them stretched out. 


“Wilbur,” he told her, lifting his chin to meet her blindfolded gaze. 
The Pythia pressed her lips together. 
Smack! 


Pain—bright and hot—flashed through his hands as the Pythia slapped them with the ruler. 
He yelped and yanked them back, but the Pythia quickly grabbed his wrists and forced him to 
stretch his arms out once more. 


“I told you already, the Pythia doesn t have a name,” she told him, her voice low as she 
spread his hands out on the icy stone. “So I’m going to ask again: what's your name? ” 


Despite the pain still radiating through his hands, he refused to back down. “How many 
times do I have to tell you? My name is Wilbur and I’m not your Pythia.” 


Smack! 
He cried out again as more pain flashed up his arms. 


“Clara has chosen you for a reason, ” the Pythia said, leaning down so he was face to face 
with her blindfold. “You might not understand it, but She knows more than you or I ever will. 
We are simply here to be Her voice in the mortal world. A vessel for Her greatness. And 
vessels do not have names. ” 


“No, you’re wrong, ” he snapped, glaring at the Pythia. 


“T’m not,” the Pythia insisted, pulling back to ready the ruler again. “I know you're the 
Pythia because I’ve seen you in my place. I’ve seen how you grow into your role, and how 
dedicated you become to Her. ” 


“You- You're lying,” he stammered, trying to ignore the panicked thumping of his heart. 


‘T’m not,” the Pythia said in a softer voice. “I know this isn t an easy thing to accept, but the 
calling of a Goddess isn t an easy thing to take on. It will hurt, but you must do it for the good 


of your country, and for Her.” 


His eyes burned with tears. This wasn t right. Why him? Why would Clara choose a nobody 
like him of all people? 
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“No, ” he whispered, shaking his head. “Please just- just let me go home.’ 
He could feel the Pythia s stare weighing on him through her blindfold. 


“What home?” She asked gently. “The dumpster you slept behind? Or the mechanic's 
workshop you would sneak into when he forgot to close the garage door all the way? I doubt 
either of those places were home for you.” 


His vision began to blur. There was no way she could’ve known about either of those places, 
because he never told anyone about them. Not unless- 


Not unless Clara showed her. 


“Clara is your home,” the Pythia whispered. “Shes been watching over you since you took 
your first breath, and She'll be with you when you take your last. She is your reason for 
existence. She is the home you’ve been searching for all this time. You don t have a name, 
because She knew you before you had one. You and I are both pieces of Her. Don t you 
understand that?” 


Hot tears spilled down his cheeks as he struggled to breathe. He didn t want this. He didn t 
want to give up his name. He didn t want to leave everything he knew behind to serve Clara. 
He didn t want things to change. 


With her free hand, the Pythia reached out and cupped his cheek, rubbing the tears away. 


“Wilbur, this will be the last time you hear someone say your name,” she told him, something 
pained lining her wrinkled face. “Don t make this harder on yourself than it needs to be. The 
sooner you forget your name, the easier it will be to accept Her. I promise.” 


Then, the Pythia stepped back and held the ruler out once more. 
“Now tell me, what's your name?” 
The Pythia blinked back to the present, and saw Tommy giving him a worried look. 


He’d never forgotten his name. If he’d had a few more years, maybe he would’ve. But he 
hadn’t, and now he was realizing just how right the former Pythia was. Because it was 
impossible to mourn something you couldn’t remember. But he did remember. And it hurt. 


“Wilbur? You there?” 
The smack! of the ruler echoed in his ears, making him flinch as he shook his head. 


“Stop! Just- fucking stop it!” He exclaimed, shouldering past Tommy so he wasn’t trapped 
against the wall anymore. “I'm the Pythia! I’m not him!” 


Wilbur died the moment he set foot in the palace. But then again, it’s not like he ever really 
existed either. Because he was a piece of Clara. His name had been nothing but a temporary 
skin to wear until he fulfilled his purpose and took on the mantle of Pythia. 


This skin should’ve been easy to shed. But it wasn’t. He should’ve been glad to be rid of the 
weight, but the weight only seemed to grow heavier. And now the weight was more 
noticeable than it had been in years. It was crushing him and the bird in his chest, and the 
bird wouldn’t stop shrieking every time Tommy said that damn name. 


“Why can’t you be both?” Tommy asked, spinning on his heel to storm towards him again. 
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“Because that’s not how it works 
Pythia isn’t-” 


He shot back, twisting his fingers into his hair. “The 


“Supposed to be an individual, I know,” Tommy snapped, cutting him off. “But that’s bullshit 
and I’m not going along with it.” 


Everything was spinning again. His thoughts, his vision, his breathing—it was all spiraling 
out of control. 


“Then I’m not going anywhere with you!” He snarled, his hands curling into fists at his sides. 
Tommy rolled his eyes. “What, are you just gonna sit in here all fucking day?” 


“It'd be better than the alternative,” he snapped despite the fear that spiked through him 
remembering how bored he’d gotten during the one day he’d been isolated. “So leave me the 
fuck alone, Tommy.” 


Although Tommy had been opening his mouth to argue more, he snapped it shut after that. 
His bright eyes narrowed, frustration dancing between the blue flames as he glanced between 
the Pythia and the door, clearly debating where to go from here. 


It seemed like luck was on Tommy’s side though. The sound of the cell door unlocking 
echoed through the room, and both the Pythia and Tommy stiffened as it swung open. 


Phil stood on the other side. Phil, who had deep bags under his eyes and looked like he was 
two seconds away from tackling the Pythia. 


“What the fuck is going on in here?” He asked, glancing between the two of them, before his 
eyes settled on Tommy. “Did he attack you again?” 


The Pythia’s heart skipped a beat as Tommy quickly shook his head. “No! Fuck no! That’s 
not what’s happening at all!” 


Phil’s shoulders slumped in relief, although the exhaustion didn’t leave his eyes as he took in 
the state of the two of them. His gaze lingered on the fists the Pythia had curled his hands 
into, and after a beat, he took another step into the cell and let the door slam shut behind him. 


“You two were shouting at each other.” 


It wasn’t a question, but he wanted an explanation anyway. And the Pythia knew what was 
going to happen next. Tommy was going to tell Phil he’d discovered that name, and then two 
people were going to know it. And of course, Phil would probably tell Techno, if not all the 
Deathlings in the temple. Because Tommy was going to convince Phil that they all had to call 
the Pythia by that name. It would always hurt to hear because he’d never be allowed the 
mercy of forgetting it, even though he knew it wasn’t his name. Because names were for 
people. Not a Pythia. 


“Because he’s being a bitch again!” Tommy exclaimed, his voice shifting to that higher- 
pitched whine he did whenever he was trying to be annoying. “I’m just trying to get him to 
come to breakfast so the fucker doesn’t starve, but he’s refusing to leave the cell with me.” 


...what? 


The Pythia glanced at Tommy from the corner of his eye, brows furrowing as he waited for 
the rest of it. For Tommy to tell Phil why he didn’t want to leave his cell. 


But Tommy was silent. And Phil turned his questioning look onto him. 
“Why don’t you want to go to breakfast?” Phil asked. 
Tommy still wasn’t saying anything. What was he waiting for? 


“Um... he’s pissing me off,” the Pythia said after a moment, unsure of what Tommy was 
doing but not wanting to tell Phil about Tommy finding that name unless he had no other 
choice. 


Somehow, Phil looked even more exhausted now. 
“What the fuck did you do this time?” Phil asked, turning back to Tommy. 


Again, the Pythia waited. Blood rushed in his ears as he stared at Tommy, just waiting for the 
words to slip out of his mouth. 


“I made one bad joke last night at Quackity’s and now he’s being all huffy,” Tommy 
complained, folding his arms over his chest. 


The Pythia could only blink in shock. 


Tommy lied. Tommy lied to Phil and wasn’t telling him the real reason he was upset. Tommy 
had the perfect opportunity to tell Phil what he’d found out, and he wasn’t. 


It didn’t make sense. 


“For Death’s sake,” Phil muttered, shaking his head before looking up to meet the Pythia’s 
blindfold again. “Look, mate, I get it. Tommy can be annoying as shit on a good day-” 


“T’m right here, y’ know.” 


“And it can be a little exhausting to put up with him. If you want someone else as your guard, 
you can let me know and I’ll make the switch happen,” Phil continued, ignoring Tommy’s 
interruption. 


Tommy tensed, and the Pythia mirrored him. That seemed like an easy solution. For some 
reason, Tommy wasn’t telling Phil about that name. If he wasn’t telling it to Phil, then maybe 
he wouldn’t tell it to any of the other Deathlings either. And if that was the case, then getting 
a new guard would be the easiest way to stop hearing it all the time. 


It should’ve been easy. A simple yes was all Phil needed. 
The Pythia found his lips were glued shut. 


He... He couldn’t do it. Despite the way his ribs were still rattling and pain was echoing 
across his knuckles, he couldn’t open his mouth and tell Phil J want a new guard. 


It was Tommy. He couldn’t get rid of Tommy. 


The silence stretched on. The Pythia swallowed down a lump in his throat, but didn’t say a 
word. 


“Alright, then work out your shit on your own,” Phil said, waving a hand between the two of 
them. He turned on his heel to head out of the cell once more, and the Pythia’s heartbeat grew 
louder in his ears as he watched his opportunity walk away. 


One simple word. That was it. 
“Where are you going?” Tommy called out as the Pythia stayed silent. 


“To talk to my wife, and then to take a long ass nap,” Phil called back as he stepped through 
the doorway. “Go get breakfast before it’s gone.” 


And with that, the door shut behind Phil once more, leaving Tommy and the Pythia alone 
once more. 


The seconds ticked by. Questions bounced off the walls of the Pythia’s skull over and over 
and over again. So many why’s both for himself and for Tommy. 


When nearly a minute had passed and the Pythia was sure Phil was gone, he turned to 
Tommy and voiced the first why. 


“Why didn’t you tell Phil about the name?” He asked, frowning at him behind the blindfold. 


Tommy considered the question for a moment before letting out a soft breath. “Because I 
didn’t think it was fair.” 


The Pythia scoffed at this. “Not fair? You know what’s not fair is finding out-” 


“I know finding out your name the way I did was a dick move,” Tommy said, cutting him off. 
“You can hate me for it if you want, but I’m not gonna tell anyone else what your name is.” 


“Was,” he corrected, his voice clipped. “What my name was.” He paused then, pressing his 
lips together into a thin line. “Why won’t you tell the other Deathlings?” 


At this, Tommy gave him a weak smile. “I guess I’m just hoping that one day you’ll wanna 
tell the others yourself.” 


...oh. 


It wasn’t going to happen. He would never forsake Clara by willingly telling another person 
that name, especially not a Deathling. It would be undermining the very truth of his 
existence, so it was ridiculous for Tommy to even imagine something like that could happen. 


But Tommy still wasn’t going to tell the others. The only time he’d be forced to confront 
those memories was when he was alone with his guard. 


For some reason, it felt like his throat was starting to close up. 


“Do you really just want to undermine Clara that badly?” He snapped, wrapping his arms 
around himself. 


Tommy huffed and shook his head. “Nah. I know you don’t believe me, but I got nothing 
against Clara.” 


The Pythia clenched his jaw. 


“Then why do you care?” He whispered, staring at the wall so he could avoid meeting 
Tommy’s eyes. “What the fuck does it matter to you whether I have a name or not?” 


There was a long beat of silence this time as Tommy mulled the question over. 


“Why didn’t you ask Phil for a different guard, Wilbur?” Tommy asked instead of giving him 
a proper answer. 


The Pythia looked over his shoulder, and saw a knowing glint in Tommy’s eyes. 


“Just-” He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. “Leave the damn room so I can 
change.” 


The knowing glint didn’t leave as Tommy moved back to the door to the cell. “Alright. Call 
out when you’re done.” 


The Pythia’s jaw ached from gritting his teeth as he slammed the door shut behind Tommy. 


A few minutes later, the Pythia was following Tommy down the hall towards the cafeteria 
like it was any other morning. 


Except it wasn’t any other morning. The air between him and Tommy was heavy—so heavy 
that it made every breath that slid down his throat feel like it was suffocating him. Smoke 
was in the air as an invisible fire burned between them, filling the Pythia’s head with 
contradiction after contradiction. 


Although he had the opportunity, he didn’t ask Phil to assign him a new guard. Although 
Tommy had the opportunity, he didn’t tell Phil that name. 


None of it made sense. But the Pythia had already resigned himself to things not making 
sense down here. 


When they stepped into the cafeteria, the Pythia could feel several pairs of eyes snap his way. 
He took a breath, keeping his chin high as he followed Tommy across the room where Niki 
and Jack were already settled. He didn’t need to turn his head to know that Tubbo was glaring 
at him—the boy’s gaze was so heavy, it was already making his shoulders ache. 


“PI go get our food,” Tommy muttered as he gestured for the Pythia to sit on the rug. 


The Pythia huffed as he sat down next to Niki, bringing his knees up to his chest and 
blindfold pointed towards the ground as Tommy walked up to the front of the room. 


“Whoa, someone’s pissed today,” Jack said in lieu of a greeting. 
“Ts it that easy to tell?” The Pythia asked flatly. 


“There’s practically a storm cloud hanging above your fuckin’ head so, yeah, I'd say it is,” 
Jack answered although the question had been sarcastic. 


“Did something happen between you two?” Niki then asked, resting her elbows on her criss- 
crossed legs. “I know Tommy mentioned he was taking you to Quackity’s bar last night. Was 
that alright?” 


So the others knew Tommy took him to the bar, but didn’t know the true reason for it. 


“Drinks were good,” the Pythia muttered, still staring at the ground as Tommy’s footsteps 
echoed behind him. 


“Here you go,” Tommy said as he came back to the rug, setting a tray down in front of the 
Pythia before sitting on his other side. ““We’re out of artbake already?” 


Niki nodded, scooping some kind of mushy-looking oatmeal into her spoon. “Yup. And we’re 
gonna run out of soyeggs in a few days too.” 


Tommy cursed under his breath. “Charlie mentioned a supply drop last night. I guess 
Techno’s already planning a run then?” 


“He’s already decided who’s gonna go,” Jack explained, leaning back on his hands. “Me and 
Aimsey are heading out tonight to the warehouses.” 


Immediately, Tommy stiffened. “Wh- You and Aimsey? It’s always you and me!” 


Jack blinked. “Shit, he didn’t talk to you about that?” When Tommy shook his head, Jack 
sighed. “Uh, sorry, man. I think it’s because you’re on guard duty with him.” He pointed to 
the Pythia as he said this, but the Pythia barely noticed as he reluctantly scooped up some of 
the same mushy oatmeal Niki had into his own spoon. 


Tommy sighed. “Fuck, I guess that makes sense.” He paused then, resting his chin in his hand 
as he stared out across the cafeteria. “Aimsey will be good to work with though. They’ re 
fast.” 


“They are,” Jack nodded. “Speaking of, you got any requests for things to look out for?” 


“Uh...” Tommy furrowed his brows. “Oh! Can you get me those fucking, uh, exploding 
candy things if you see them?” 


“Exploding candies?” Jack questioned. “What the fuck are you on about?” 


“Oh you know! The ones that explode in your mouth and turn your tongue different colors 
and make food taste different for like an hour or something!” 


Jack still seemed confused, and the Pythia sighed at Tommy’s vague description. 


“Burst berries,” he said, ignoring the surprised look Tommy shot his way. “He’s talking about 
burst berries.” 


Jack’s eyes widened in understanding. “Oh! Yeah, I know those things. I dunno if I’Il be able 
to find any, but if I do Pll grab some for you.” 


Tommy beamed and nodded at the Pythia. “Thanks. I couldn’t remember the name.” 


The Pythia looked away from Tommy without responding. From the corner of his eye, he saw 
the boy wilt. 


“Oi, Pythia, you want anything?” 

The Pythia snapped his head back over to Jack. 

“Me?” 

Jack nodded. “Yeah! You got any requests for the grocery list?” 


“I’m your prisoner,” the Pythia reminded him, confused why Jack would even ask him 
something like that. 


“Yeah, no shit. Still doesn’t answer my question.” 


Oh. Jack genuinely wanted to know if there was anything he could get for the Pythia while he 
was out of the temple. That was unexpected. 


“Um... painkillers, I guess?” 
Immediately, Niki, Jack, and Tommy all frowned at this. 


“Are you in pain?” Niki asked, hand hovering between them like she was ready to reach out 
and inspect him for injuries. 


“Not right now,” the Pythia said, shrinking back from her. “I told you before, I get headaches 
when I wear the blindfold for too long. It’s not, like, bad or anything, but I just-” He paused, 

realizing they probably didn’t care about his stupid headaches. “Never mind. It’s not that big 
of a deal.” 


“Why didn’t you say anything?” Tommy asked, and although the Pythia was still refusing to 
look his way, he could practically feel the worry radiating off of him. “We have painkillers, 
man. If you’d just asked me for them I would’ve given them to you.” 


The Pythia scoffed, and Tommy’s worry turned to frustration. 
“Seriously, I’m not a fucking mind reader. You gotta tell me this shit.” 


“Oh really?” The Pythia turned to glare at Tommy through his blindfold. “Because you seem 
to be pretty good at finding out information about me without me telling it to you.” 


Tommy tensed and fell silent. Niki and Jack shared a nervous look, before they both turned 
back to their food without a word. 


After a few minutes of dead air, Jack once again was the one to break the tension. 


“PII check to see if we have painkillers, but if we don’t I'll get some for you,” he said, 
keeping his eyes on his food. 


The Pythia let out a quiet breath and nodded. “Alright.” 


The rest of the meal was interspersed with small snippets of conversation between Niki, Jack, 
and Tommy, but no real conversation broke out again. Although the tension was suffocating, 
the Pythia didn’t feel bad for ruining the mood. He was still pissed at Tommy, regardless of 
what he told Phil. Even though Tommy wasn’t using that name in front of Niki and Jack, 
every time he opened his mouth, the Pythia had to fight back the urge to flinch. But when 
Tommy didn t say that name, a strange heaviness settled over the bird in his chest. Something 
he couldn’t put a name to, but weighed him down all the same. 


Finally though, the mushy oatmeal was gone, and their small group got up to leave. Tommy 
took their trays back to the front, and then Niki led the way out, presumably to bring them all 
back to her studio. 


They didn’t even make it to the doorway before there were footsteps behind them. 
“Tommy!” Tubbo called out. 


Both Tommy and the Pythia stiffened, Tommy taking a steadying breath as he turned to face 
his friend. 


“Uh, hey Tubs,” he said, shoving his hands in his pockets. “What’s up?” 


The Pythia hadn’t gotten a good look at Tubbo across the cafeteria today, and was surprised 
to see how harried he looked. His hair was sticking up in several different directions, his 


organic blue eye was bloodshot, and the burn scars along his jaw seemed even more 
prominent than usual. 


Tubbo glanced between Tommy, Niki, and Jack before his gaze then flickered to the Pythia. 
His eyes narrowed, and he looked back at Tommy with a frown. 


Then Tubbo lifted his hands, and began making similar gestures to what he’d seen Techno do 
to him the night he tried to escape. 


Although the Pythia still didn’t know what he was doing, Tommy seemed to understand it, 
because he immediately scoffed. “I know you’re just signing so he can’t understand you,” he 
said, gesturing to the Pythia. 


“Yeah, that’s the fucking point. We need to talk. Alone,” Tubbo said, glaring at the Pythia 
again. 


The Pythia’s breathing hitched as Tubbo’s words from the week before echoed in his mind. 
”Keeping him alive is way too fucking risky.” 
Tommy rolled his eyes. “If you wanna talk about him, then say it to his face.” 


There was a beat of silence as Tubbo considered this. The Pythia heart was racing in his ears 
again as he debated whether he wanted Tubbo to say what he had to say in front of him, or if 
he was better off living in ignorance. 


Tubbo’s frown deepened. “Fine. Ill say what we’re all thinking then.” He snapped his head 
back towards Tommy. “What the fuck were you thinking taking him to Quackity’s 
yesterday?” 


“Wh- Quackity’s? That’s what you’re being a bitch about?” Tommy asked, eyes going wide. 


“Being a bitch? Tommy, he tried to kill you a week ago! And you thought it was a smart idea 
to take him out of the fucking temple? What in Death’s name is wrong with you?!” 


The entire cafeteria had gone silent now. The Pythia could feel the stares of the others in the 
room weighing on him, and he curled in on himself, stepping a bit closer to Tommy’s side. 


“Wh- It’s not like I was taking a risk, Tubbo! I asked Q to keep the VIP lounge empty which 
was fine because the main bar got rented out for the night, so it was just us in there and 
Purpled was guarding the door!” Tommy explained, his voice rising in pitch. 


At this, Tubbo pinched the bridge of his nose. “Fucking Death below, Tommy. There were 
people right on the other side of that door and you still took him there? What if he started 
shouting-” 


“The doors in Quackity’s bar are soundproof, dumbass,” Tommy snapped, cutting him off. 
“I’m not an idiot. Of course I thought of that.” 


“T wasn’t saying you’re an idiot I’m just saying-” Tubbo cut himself off, sucking in a breath 
between his teeth. A beat passed and something stony slid over his face. His eyes were cold 
when they met Tommy’s again. “It was a risk. A completely unnecessary risk just like him 
still even being here is!” 


Tommy’s eye was twitching now as he took a step towards Tubbo. “We already talked about 
this, Tubbo,” he said in a low voice. ““We’re not doing this here.” 


“You're the one who wanted to do it in front of the Pythia, so we’re doing it in front of the 
Pythia,” Tubbo snapped, jutting out his chin as he met Tommy’s eyes. “I know because you 
have more tattoos than most people here, you think it means you can take risks. But that’s not 
fucking true, Tommy. You nearly died, and it’s his fault!” He exclaimed, pointing at the 
Pythia with a fire burning in his mismatched eyes. “The Pythia is putting all of us at risk but 
for some reason, you don’t seem to get that!” 


“For fuck’s sake, we kidnapped him! He didn’t ask to be here!” Tommy exclaimed, almost 
shouting now. 


“And that was a fucking stupid move on our part, but we can’t just keep him like a goddamn 
pet!” Tubbo shouted back. “We talk so much shit about hating Schlatt, but y’know who is 
right beside Schlatt? The Pythia. Always has been. So why don’t you hate him like you hate 
Schlatt, Tommy? We used to joke about all the ways we’d kill Schlatt if we got the chance, so 
where’d that Tommy go?” 

“Those were jokes, Tubbo! I wasn’t seriously planning on killing anyone!” 
exclaimed. “And I already fucking told you-” 


Tommy 


“Oh yeah, because you saw him and Schlatt interact once and thought it made you an expert 
on the guy. We don’t know anything about him!” Tubbo shot another glare at the Pythia next 
to Tommy, and his heart skipped a beat in his chest. “I mean, fucking Death, we don’t even 
know what he looks like! But what we do know is that he held a seat of power in a fucking 
totalitarianistic-” 


“Shut the fuck up!” 


In less than a second, Tommy surged forward and shoved Tubbo back. Not hard enough to 
make him fall, but enough to make him stumble. 


“HEY!” 


A new voice entered the fray, and the Pythia internally cursed as Aimsey shoved their way 
between Tubbo and Tommy. 


“Aimsey, stay out of this,” Tommy snapped. 


“No, you don’t get to shove my friend and tell me to stay out of it,” Aimsey shot back, 
placing themself in front of Tubbo despite how much taller he was than them. 


Behind them, Tubbo was shaking his head. “Aimsey, I appreciate it but I got this.” 
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Aimsey scowled. “He just shoved you! That’s not okay!” They then turned their focus back 
to Tommy, something pleading flashing through their eyes. “Tommy, c’mon, this isn’t like 
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you. 


“What the fuck do you mean this isn’t like me? Tubbo’s being a prick for no damn reason!” 
Tommy argued. 


“He’s just worried about you,” Aimsey tried to explain. “And honestly, I am too. You’ve been 
acting weird ever since the Pythia showed up.” 


Tommy blinked. “Wh- I haven’t been weird!” 
Tubbo nodded. “You have. Ranboo, Tommy’s been acting weird, right?” 


The Pythia and Tommy both looked to the left, where Ranboo was standing off to the side of 
Aimsey and Tubbo. His shoulders were hunched as he wrung his hands together in front of 
him, clearly not wanting the attention to fall on him. 


“Um, I mean, I’m not really involved-” 
“Ran,” Aimsey said in a much softer voice, “c’mon, you know we’ve talked about this.” 


Ranboo paused, swallowing a lump down his throat before he gave a small nod. “I- I guess 
so.” He looked back up at Tommy, although he wasn’t meeting his eyes. “You have been a 
little strange since the Pythia showed up.” 

“That’s bullshit! I’ve been acting fine!” 


“Uh, if I can cut in,” Jack suddenly said, reminding everyone he was there, “I just wanna say 
that Tommy’s been acting totally normal ‘round me and Niki.” 


“See!” Tommy exclaimed, gesturing towards Jack. “Just because I haven’t been hanging out 
with you guys doesn’t mean something’s wrong!” 


“This is fucking stupid,” Tubbo huffed, stepping around Aimsey so he was face to face with 
Tommy again. “The point of this entire argument is that we need to figure out what the fuck 
we’re doing with the Pythia. But you seem to just want to keep him around like he’s a stray 
dog or something.” 


The Pythia had never seen Tommy’s face turn red so quickly before. His eyes went wide, and 
the Pythia could see his arms tensing as he prepared to shove Tubbo again. 


It all happened so fast. One moment, the Pythia was cowering a few feet behind Tommy. The 
next, he was rushing forward and grabbing Tommy’s arm, yanking him back before he could 
start the kind of fight that he and Tubbo would never be able to move past. 


Tommy jumped at the touch. The buzzing under his skin returned full force with his fingers 
wrapped around Tommy’s flesh and blood wrist, but he grit his teeth and didn’t loosen his 


grip. 


“Tommy, don’t do it,” he whispered in his ear. “You’ll regret it.” 
“Hey!” Tubbo shouted, reaching into his boot to pull out a knife. “Don’t fucking touch him!” 


Immediately, the Pythia dropped his hands, his blood roaring in his ears as the buzzing 
receded. Tommy scoffed and backed up another half-step, so his shoulder was just brushing 
the Pythia’s chest. 


A human shield. Tommy was shielding him from Tubbo. 


“He’s not gonna hurt me in front of the entire damn cafeteria,” Tommy told him. “And don’t 
you dare call him a fucking dog again.” 


Oh. So that’s what pissed Tommy off so badly. 


“We’re done with this conversation, okay? We’re not fucking killing him,” Tommy then said, 
taking a step back towards the door and pushing the Pythia with him. 


Before Tubbo could respond though, yet another voice cut in. 
“Actually, I don’t think the conversation should be over.” 


The Pythia bit back a startled noise when Sam and Ponk stepped up beside Tubbo, Aimsey, 
and Ranboo. Sam’s dark eyes were narrowed into slits, the black pools piercing straight 
through the Pythia and into his skull. Meanwhile, Ponk seemed less suspicious of him, but his 
face was unreadable behind his mask as he settled himself next to Sam. 


“Sam? The fuck do you mean by that?” Tommy asked, his voice cracking as Niki and Jack 
moved to stand on either side of the two of them. 


Sam folded his arms over his chest. “I mean that Tubbo has a point. This is a discussion we 
haven’t had yet, and I think it has some merit to it.” 


...fuck. 


Tommy flinched like he’d been slapped. “Sam! How could you say that?!” His eyes then 
flickered to Ponk. “Ponk, c’mon, you know this is insane-” 


“It’s just a conversation, Tommy,” Ponk said, cutting him off. “Sam and I both agree that it 
seems unnecessarily dangerous to have the Pythia just walking around with you when he 
nearly killed you not even a week and a half ago.” 


“Because we kidnapped him! What don’t you get about that?!” Tommy argued, desperation 
leaking into his words. 


“No, we get that,” Sam clarified. “That’s the point, actually. We kidnapped him. He’s our 
prisoner. But we’re not treating him like one, and that’s what makes him dangerous.” 


Suddenly, Niki jumped in. “What, you think we should just leave him locked in his cell all 
day?” 


“It'd be better than what we’re currently doing!” Sam exclaimed. 
“We’re not monsters, Sam!” Niki shot back, her own voice rising now. 


“But that’s what they all think we are!” Tubbo shouted, gesturing at the ceiling to the city 
above their heads. “Everyone in this goddamn country thinks we’re a whole bunch of 
bloodthirsty monsters, including the Pythia!” 


“That doesn’t bloody well mean we have to prove them right!” Jack exclaimed, eyes darting 
around the room in shock. “You really wanna just leave the poor bloke to rot in a goddamn 
cell?” 


Before Tubbo or Sam could respond, there were two new sets of footsteps in the room, and 
the Pythia wanted to melt into the floor when he realized there were only two Deathlings left 
in the temple unaccounted for. 


“Does someone wanna tell me why the fuck you’re all holding a debate in the middle of 
breakfast?” Phil questioned, eyes like chips of ice as they darted between the gathered crowd. 
Beside him, Techno’s arms were folded over his chest, his jaw tight as his focus fell right on 
Tommy and the Pythia. 


“We were gonna have to talk about it eventually, Phil,” Sam explained, taking a step forward 
so he was at the front of the group that had gathered around Tubbo. 


“Talk about what exactly, Sam?” Techno asked, raising an eyebrow. “We missed most of the 
show, so you’re gonna have to fill us in on what kind of discussion is going on here without 
me or Phil around.” 


Sam tensed, something inside his eyes faltering under Techno’s blood-red gaze. When 
Techno’s eyes then traveled to Tubbo, the Pythia was surprised to see how quickly he looked 
to the ground, like it was too much even for him to meet Techno head on. 


Silence fell over the room. The bird was shrieking again, pain flashing through the Pythia’s 
chest as his ribs kept rattling and rattling as the seconds ticked on- 


In the end, the Pythia was surprised when it was Ponk who spoke up first. 


“We were wondering what your plans are for the Pythia,” he explained, his shoulder brushing 
Sam’s. “A lot of us here feel it’s not safe to just let him wander around with Tommy, 
especially considering what happened between them last week.” 


“I can assure you that you don’t need to worry about that,” Phil said, his voice as cold as his 
eyes. “Do you really think I’d let Tommy continue to guard him if I wasn’t confident he was 
safe?” 


“You thought Tommy was safe when you decided to let him guard the Pythia in the first 
place,” Tubbo pointed out. “Then he nearly died.” 


“He just caught me by surprise-” 


“Tommy, don’t,” Phil snapped in a tone so sharp, the Pythia winced even though it wasn’t 
directed at him. “Tubbo, I understand you’re worried about Tommy, but we’ve taken 
precautions to ensure his safety this time.” 


Tubbo scoffed. “Okay, fine, sure. Let’s assume Tommy’s safe. But then what the fuck’s the 
long game here?” 


Dread curled around him like a vice once again. The conversation Tommy kept trying to 
avoid, finally being shoved right in Phil and Techno’s faces. 


Sam had a point. They didn’t treat him like a prisoner here, and it didn’t make any sense. It’s 
not like he deserved good treatment. Not after what he did to Tommy. But instead of 
spending his days sitting against a wall with only his own thoughts for company, he instead 
got to laugh over breakfast with Tommy, Niki, and Jack. He got to see Niki sketch out her 
designs, he got to hear to Jack’s wild stories, he got to listen to Tommy’s ramblings- 


He got to be. Not be a prisoner, but just... exist in this space that wasn’t his. Live in Kristin’s 
domain of death. 


There was no reason for them to grant him a kindness like that. But Tommy did, and now it 
was tearing them all apart. 


“What do you mean?” Techno asked, furrowing his brows at Tubbo. 


“We’re never gonna be able to let him go. We all know that,” Tubbo explained, gesturing to 
the Pythia again. “But if he escapes, we’re all fucked. And the longer we keep him here, the 
higher his chance of escape is.” 


“So then what are you suggesting?” Phil’s tone told everyone in the room that he knew 
exactly what Tubbo was suggesting, but wanted to hear him say the words himself. 


For the first time in this entire argument, doubt flickered over Tubbo’s face. But before he 
could shrink back, Sam stepped forward again. 


“Killing him might be our only option,” Sam said in a perfectly flat tone. “That’s what he’s 
saying.” 


Immediately, Aimsey made a shocked noise. “What? No! You can’t kill him!” 
Pinching the bridge of his nose, Phil sighed. “Sam-” 


“Phil, listen to me,” Sam cut him off, “I know you don’t like it, and I don’t like it either. But 
we’ve gotten ourselves in a pretty bad situation, okay? Tubbo’s right. It’s only a matter of 
time before he eventually escapes. And if he does, everything we’ve worked for, all the 
things you’ve done in Kristin’s name are going to be destroyed. You have to understand that.” 


Both Phil and Techno tensed at this, and the dread only tightened its grip around him. 


The bird gasped for air. 


“We can’t kill him!” Tommy argued, pressing his back further against the Pythia’s chest. “He 
didn’t do anything to deserve it!” 


“Oh my Death- do you seriously keep forgetting he tried to kill you?” Tubbo asked. 


“Because he was desperate!” Tommy shot back. “We fucked him over. We brought him here 
against his will. We’re not going to kill him for our fuck up!” 


“We might not have a choice though,” Ponk pointed out in a low voice. 


“Okay, no, we definitely have a choice,” Aimsey cut in, eyes darting between the two sides of 
the room. “I don’t think we should kill the Pythia.” 


“Don’t you realize how cruel you’re all being?” Niki then asked, her voice cracking. “You’re 
talking about him like he’s not even here!” 


As soon as Niki said that, all eyes fell on him again. The Pythia stumbled back as his heart 
skipped a beat, but someone reached out to steady him before he could fall. 


Cool metal wrapped around his hand. Not around his wrist, but slotted in between his fingers, 
holding his hand and keeping him rooted to the ground despite how badly the bird in his 
chest wanted to fly away. 


Although his skin was buzzing again, the Pythia found himself gripping Tommy’s hand for 
dear life as dozens of eyes settled on him all at once. 


There was a whole range of emotions flashing over everyone’s faces. Anger for Tubbo, 
frustration for Sam, discomfort for Phil and Techno- 


Fury for Tommy. Pure, unbridled fury as he used one hand to grip the Pythia’s fingers, while 
the other hovered over the pocket the Pythia knew he kept his knife in. 


It was too much. Too much anger. Too much shouting. The Pythia couldn’t even hear his own 
thoughts over the shrieking in his chest and the pounding in his ears. 


Tommy’s hand was gripping his. The buzzing raced up his arm and clouded his mind, and 
distantly, he couldn’t help but think of how strange it was that Tommy’s metal fingers made 
his own feel so warm. 


Sam was right. Tubbo was right. It didn’t make sense to keep him alive. What was the long 
term plan here anyway? Phil and Techno didn’t have one. Tommy didn’t have one. He 
couldn’t serve Clara here. His only purpose was to put a voice to Her will, but the only 
person he was allowed to communicate that with was Schlatt. Schlatt, who never listened to 
him in the first place. Schlatt, who he was probably never going to see again. 


Even though the statue of Kristin was in the main chamber and they were all the way in the 
cafeteria, the Pythia could still feel her eyes on him. That soft smile, her knowing gaze—it 
drilled holes into his skull because she could see him. She was watching him, when it 
should’ve been Clara. 


Every breath he took that wasn’t in service to Clara was a waste. 


Taking another pointless breath, the Pythia broke the fragile silence that had fallen over the 
group with a quiet, 


“Youre right.” 


It was like dozens of pieces of glass shattering across the floor. The Pythia flinched at the 
way the eyes on him sharpened, while Tommy frowned and squeezed his hand. 


“What?” Tommy forced out. “What the fuck are you talking about?” 
The Pythia sighed and tried to pull his hand away, but Tommy held on tight. 


“Tve been saying this the whole time. You have no reason to keep me alive,” he said despite 
the fear turning his blood to ice. “You’re only putting yourselves at risk letting me live. The 
answer is obvious.” 


The terror gnawed at his insides, but he forced the words out anyway because he knew they 
were the truth. He wasn’t serving Clara, so his life was no longer serving a purpose. If he was 
truly loyal to his Goddess, he owed it to Her to look past his own fear of death and recognize 
this as an objective truth. 


Something grim settled over Sam’s face as he nodded. “See? Even the Pythia agrees.” 
“Shut up, Sam,” Niki hissed. 


Despite how aggressively he’d been campaigning for the Pythia’s demise only moments 
before, the Pythia couldn’t help but notice how uncomfortable Tubbo seemed hearing his 
own acceptance of the fact. 


Meanwhile, worry had settled deep into the lines of Aimsey’s face as their eyes met his 
blindfold. 


“Why would you say that?” Aimsey asked softly. 


The Pythia tried to shift further behind Tommy as the weight of everyone’s gazes grew 
heavier on his shoulders, but it was difficult considering how much taller he was than him. 


“T can’t serve Clara while I’m down here,” he admitted, the buzzing running up and down his 
arm from where Tommy was grabbing his hand having settled to a lower hum. “My purpose 
is to interpret Her will to serve the nation, but I can’t do that anymore. So if I can’t serve my 
purpose, then that just begs the question of why I’m still breathing. And since I’m still a 
threat to you all as long as I’m alive, it only makes sense that...” he trailed off, letting the 
unsaid words hang in the air above their heads. 


The silence that followed was the most uncomfortable it had been throughout the entire 
argument. It was a tangible thing, weighing on everyone’s shoulders as they shared nervous 
glances. 


Phil and Techno were both frowning as they stared at the Pythia. Phil’s icy eyes narrowed on 
his blindfold, while Techno kept glancing between him and Tommy with something 
unreadable flickering through his gaze. More than anything, they both just seemed... 
confused. 


After nearly a minute of dead air, Techno cleared his throat, making the Pythia jump. 


“T hate to, uh, be the one to point this out, but this entire discussion is pointless,” he 
explained, stepping in front of Phil as everyone’s eyes fell on him. “If we kill the Pythia, then 
a new one is gonna get chosen and taken to the palace. Then we’ll just be back at square 
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one. 
...oh. Right. 


A new Pythia was only chosen once fate decided the current Pythia was going to die. The 
current Pythia would receive visions of their successor, and it was their job to guide the 
palace guards to retrieve the successor so they could be properly trained before taking over 
the role. 


Even down here where he wouldn’t be able to train his successor, Clara would still choose a 
new Pythia to take over once he died. She would likely guide the successor to the palace 
herself, where they would be trained in accordance with the texts before taking their place at 
Schlatt’s side. 


And he, the current Pythia, would be forgotten to time. 


It should’ve been easy to accept. He should’ve been relieved to remember that the cycle 
could continue on. That dying was the best way to ensure Clara’s Will continued to be served. 


Instead, it only made his chest ache. 


“I mean, nothing seems to be changing without the Pythia around anyway,” Tubbo pointed 
out, although he sounded far less angry than he did before. “Would it really be that bad if-” 


“Tubbo,” Techno cut him off. “In case you forgot, we’re kinda considered terrorists. And if 
we decide to do, y’know, terrorist things to try and weaken the totalitarian government we’re 
all livin’ under, we don’t want an oracle around that can warn Schlatt about our plans before 
they happen.” 


Nausea crawled up the Pythia’s throat again because it made sense. Of course they had 
further plans to fuck with the government. The Deathlings were classified as terrorists for a 
reason. Crashing the ball had been one of the first public appearances they’d made in several 
years, but they’d done things in the past that earned them the reputation that made the Pythia 
so afraid of them in the first place. 


Tubbo blinked, realization washing over him all at once. “Oh. Fuck.” 


“Yeah. Now I’m not saying we have anything currently planned, but Schlatt not having 
access to the Pythia has multiple benefits for us,” Techno continued, folding his arms over his 


chest. “Also, governments don’t topple overnight. Phil and I weren’t expecting things to 
change so soon, and you shouldn’t either.” 


Cheeks burning bright red, Tubbo nodded. “Um, yeah, I got it.” 


Techno hummed and looked at the rest of the group. “Now does anyone else have any points 
they wanna bring up? Or do we wanna stop debating killing a guy right in front of him?” 


Tubbo stepped back, clearly done arguing for the time being. Sam considered Techno’s 
words, before dipping his head in deference while Ponk nodded beside him. 


Tommy’s grip on his hand loosened. But the Pythia’s heart was still thumping painfully 
against his ribs, and found himself refusing to let go as the rest of the Deathlings began to 
disperse. 


There was no resolution to the argument. No answer as to what they were going to do with 
him now. But the conversation was over, and Tommy turned on his heel to drag the Pythia out 
of the cafeteria before anyone else could try to speak to them. 


They hurried through the temple, past the statue of Kristin and straight to the Pythia’s cell 
once more. Tommy held his hand the whole way, until the cell door shut behind them both, 
and they both finally let go. 


The Pythia’s hand was sweaty from holding onto Tommy’s so tightly. The metal carvings in 
his prosthetic had left indentations in his skin. The buzzing under his skin faded out, and the 
Pythia was both relieved by this, but also felt hollow without it ringing in his ears. 


The bird’s wings finally stopped flapping, but the Pythia’s heart was still racing. There was 
no resolution. They weren’t going to kill him, but he wasn’t serving a purpose anymore. Why 
was he still here if he wasn’t serving a purpose? Was Clara just going to let this happen? He 
had to serve Her, or else he was a failure. She understood that, he was sure. So why didn’t the 
Deathlings? 


Or did they just not care? 
His chest ached. His head hurt. His hand was cold. 


Wrapping his arms around himself, the Pythia slid to the floor, his breath coming in short 
gasps. He buried his face in his knees and twisted his fingers into his hair, feeling like there 
wasn’t enough air in the room. Maybe there wasn’t. Maybe this was Clara’s way of telling 
him he was done. After all, She was the reason he was even able to breathe. Maybe She was 
taking matters into Her own hands. Maybe She was sick of waiting for the Deathlings to- 


“Hey, it’s okay.” 


Tommy’s voice cut through the static in his head, and the Pythia peeked out from behind his 
knees to see him crouched in front of him. 


“No one’s gonna hurt you, Wilbur,” Tommy continued, and the Pythia flinched hearing that 
name again. “I’m not gonna let them kill you, okay?” 


The Pythia shook his head. Tommy didn’t understand. He could never understand. 


“I know what you said back there, but that’s 


“Don’t,” the Pythia snapped, cutting Tommy off. “Don’t say it’s bullshit. Please just- you 
don’t get it.” 


Tommy frowned, looking like he wanted to argue. After a beat though, he let out a soft sigh. 
“Fine, Wil,” he muttered, sitting down across from him. 
Wil. 


Even though he could remember the last time he’d heard someone say the name Wilbur, he 
couldn’t remember when he’d last been called Wil. A shortened version of a name he 
should’ve forgotten. It wasn’t anything different from Tommy calling him Wilbur. But even 
still, it made him pause. 


Echoes of pain flashed over his knuckles, but at the same time, there was a sick sort of thrill 
that ran through him hearing Tommy say that name. The same kind of terrified thrill he felt 
when they were standing on the edge of the train platform, when the Pythia had been 
wondering to himself if that’s how he was going to die. 


Squeezing his eyes shut, he whispered, “Don’t call me that.” 


His voice was weak. The plea trembled in the air between them, ready to be blown over by 
the slightest breeze. That name wasn’t his. It made him sick to his stomach to hear. But at the 
same time, he was starting to wonder if he could even be called the Pythia. Because the 
Pythia was supposed to serve Clara, and he couldn’t serve Her anymore. So why was he 
allowed to keep the title? 


If he wasn’t the Pythia, and he wasn’t Wilbur, what was he? 
“Wil-” 
“Leave me alone,” he pleaded, wrapping his arms tighter around himself. 


Another beat. He listened as Tommy got to his feet and left the room. The resulting silence 
rang in his ears. 


If he wasn’t either of those things, then that meant he was nothing. 


Nothing at all. 
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The day after the argument in the cafeteria, the Pythia woke up to a headache pounding 
behind his eyes, and anxiety twisting in his gut. He groaned and buried his face into his 
pillow, snippets of the conversation from yesterday bouncing off the walls of his skull. 


”We’re never gonna be able to let him go. We all know that.” 
“Killing him might be our only option. ” 

Then, his own words echoed in his ears. 

” The answer is obvious.” 


He still held that to be true. The answer was obvious. But at the same time, it wasn’t so 
simple. Because the Deathlings didn’t want a new Pythia to be chosen. Which meant that 
regardless of if they wanted him dead or not, killing him wasn’t going to be the solution they 
went with. 


As far as the Pythia could see, that only left one option: purgatory. 


That’s what this temple was for him. A purgatory where he couldn’t serve his Goddess, 
where the days were completely indistinguishable from one another, and where nothing ever 


changed. It was the same routine day in and day out. No matter what he did, what he said, 
nothing happened. 


No he just- he had to hold on. He had to wait for Clara to show him another path. Even if he 
failed Her, She wouldn’t abandon him. He was Her Chosen for a reason. He was a piece of 
Her. She would guide him out of this purgatory. He just had to wait. 


And wait. 
And wait. 


In a way, it was almost ironic. His entire purpose was to interpret the will of his Goddess, but 
right now, he had no idea what she wanted from him. Normally, he would just wait for Her to 
send him another vision to follow. But the clock was ticking. The Deathlings weren’t sure 
what to do with him, but Tubbo and Sam were no longer keeping their opinions a secret. 
Even if Phil and Techno wanted to keep him alive to avoid another Pythia being chosen, 
someone else might take matters into their own hands- 


Ice stabbed into his gut as a new realization washed over him. 


Escape was impossible. The Deathlings couldn’t let him go, but they couldn’t kill him either. 
For as long as he was trapped down here with his heart still beating, the cycle of the Pythia 
couldn’t continue. 


Maybe Clara wanted a rogue Deathling to take matters into their own hands and cut his cycle 
short. He’d considered the idea that his purpose here might be to die, but he’d viewed it from 
the perspective of the Deathlings deciding his fate as a group. However, it was clear the 
majority of the Deathlings didn’t want to kill him. But Tubbo and Sam did. 


Tensions were rising in the temple. The argument yesterday had proven that. His presence 
was a constant pressure on the Deathlings, and the longer he breathed their air and ate their 
food, the stronger that pressure got. 


Glass could only take so much pressure before it cracked. 


The Pythia didn’t want to think that was Her plan. If She wanted him to die, why wouldn’t 
She just send him a vision telling him so? 


Unless She didn’t trust him to follow through on a vision like that. After all, he was already 
so disconnected from Her just by existing in Kristin’s domain. Tommy had started to call him 
by that name again, and while bile rose in his throat every time he heard it, the bird in his 
chest perked up every single time as well. 


He’d tried to suffocate that bird so many times now, but it refused to stop singing. Even now 
it sat behind his ribs, pecking at the bones and making his chest ache. Clara must’ve been 
able to hear the bird, and took it as a sign that the Pythia’s loyalty was fading. At least to the 
point where She might not trust him to fulfill his duties anymore. 


The very idea that his loyalty to Her could be questioned clawed at the inside of his throat, 
making him want to scream. He’d devoted his very being to Her for all these years. His 
loyalty had been absolute. He was Clara’s, and that was a fact he’d accepted long ago. 


But even then, the question still sat in the back of his mind, begging to be answered. 


If Clara sent him a vision one day telling him to end the cycle so a new Pythia could be 
chosen, could he do it? Would he? 


...the fact that it was a question at all was a bone-chilling realization to have. Because that 
meant Clara’s possible suspicions weren’t unfounded. There shouldn’t be a question at all, 
but there was, and the Pythia’s eyes burned when he couldn’t think of an answer. 


His life wasn’t his own. It was Hers. The former Pythia had told him that long ago, and it was 
a truth he kept tucked close to his heart. If Clara wanted to take his life back, then he had to 
obey Her will. It shouldn’t be something he feared, because it would be the ultimate way to 
fulfill his purpose. Following Her guidance to the very end. 


And yet, his throat began to close at the very thought of it. Because he was a fucking coward. 


Face still buried in his pillow, the Pythia struggled to move air in and out of his lungs. He 
sucked in shaky breaths, trying to will away the burning in his eyes as the seconds ticked on. 
This was all speculation. He didn’t know if that’s what Clara wanted from him. There was no 
way for him to know unless She told him Herself. So until then, it was pointless to- 


“Wilbur!” 


The Pythia flinched at the sound of Tommy calling out that name from behind their shared 
door. Once again, he refused to respond to it, and stayed buried in his blankets instead. 


A few seconds ticked by. 
“Oh for fuck’s sake, you’re just refusing to answer me again, aren’t you?” 


Despite the cavern inside his chest, the Pythia couldn’t help but snort at the annoyance in 
Tommy’s voice. 


“Fine. I’m coming in then.” 


So caught up in the dozens of emotions spinning around his head and anxiety twisting in his 
gut, the Pythia didn’t register that there was a very good reason Tommy shouldn’t open the 
door yet. Not until the door was already swinging open, and Tommy’s voice was right behind 
him. 


“Well good- wait, shit, are you asleep?” 


No. No, the Pythia wasn't asleep, but he wished he was because now he had another problem 
to deal with. Tommy was right behind him, but so was his blindfold. 


Tommy was here, and he wasn’t wearing his blindfold. 


“T- Pm awake,” the Pythia stammered, his voice muffled by the pillow he was now using to 
hide his eyes. “But- fuck, I need to put on my blindfold.” 


The sound of approaching footsteps stopped dead in their tracks. 
“Oh.” 
For someone who was one blink away from being cursed, Tommy didn’t sound very scared. 


Squeezing his eyes shut, the Pythia kept his back to Tommy and sat up from his bed, blindly 
reaching behind him to try and find the blindfold. His fingers brushed blankets, pillows, and 
then stone, but he couldn’t seem to find- 


“It’s here,” Tommy said, and suddenly there were fingers brushing against his own as 
familiar silk was dropped into his palm. 


Without thinking, the Pythia jerked away from the touch. His hands shook as he brought the 
blindfold up to his face, still keeping his eyes squeezed shut as he tied the familiar knot 
behind his head. 


He brought his fingers up to his face, tracing the edges of the blindfold to make sure it was 
completely in place. Once he determined it was, he breathed out a sigh of relief, his heartbeat 
starting to slow as he blinked open his eyes for the first time that day. 


The haze of magic was there. It pounded against his temples, but he ignored it as he turned 
around, jumping when he found himself face to face with Tommy. 


Tommy had sat on the ground right next to his bed. He was leaning against the wall, knees 
pulled up to his chest and something thoughtful flickering in his eyes as he gave the Pythia a 
weak smile. 


“Ayup.” 


The Pythia ignored the way it felt like Tommy’s eyes were piercing straight through the 
blindfold, and gave him a small nod. “Morning.” 


For a moment, neither of them said anything. The air between them was heavy with the 
weight of what happened the day before. The weight of how adamantly Tommy defended 
him from the others. The weight of his own words, pointing out that there was no reason for 
them not to kill him. 


Despite the heaviness, there was no tension. For now, he and Tommy were just existing in the 
same space. 


“Look, I-” The Pythia paused, taking a moment to collect his thoughts. “I don’t want to see... 
other people today.” 


It was something he decided the moment he woke up. No matter how much Tommy nagged 
him, he couldn’t leave his cell. Not so soon. He couldn’t stand to feel all those eyes on him 


again. Eyes that viewed him as both a threat and an object of pity. After all, there was more 
than one way to worry about something. 


Tommy didn’t seem surprised by this. “Yeah, uh, I figured.” His eyes darted around the room. 
“So you just wanna stay in here all day?” 


The Pythia nodded. “I guess so.” 


“Fair enough. I wouldn’t wanna leave either after that bullshit,” Tommy huffed, shifting like 
he was going to get to his feet. 


He paused then. His eyes flickered between the Pythia and their shared door, his brows 
furrowing before he settled back down. 


“Can I keep you company?” Tommy then asked, raising an eyebrow at him. “You’re gonna 
be bored as shit in here if you’re just alone all day.” 


...oh. 


The Pythia hadn’t really thought about what he would do after Tommy left. Given the anxiety 
spiral he’d gone on just a few minutes ago, staring at the wall all day with nothing to distract 
himself probably wouldn’t be great for his mental state. But at the same time, the only 
alternative had been to leave the cell, which he knew he didn’t want to do today. 


He hadn’t even considered that Tommy might stay with him. 


Maybe the Pythia should’ve said no. But he knew there were a lot of should and should not’s 
he didn’t follow when it came to Tommy, so he found himself nodding as he leaned back 
against his pillows. 


“Yeah. You can.” 
Tommy’s weak smile grew a bit brighter at that. 


“Well that’s good, because I already asked Techno to bring us breakfast,” Tommy said, 
smirking now as he slumped against the wall. 


Before the Pythia could ask what he meant by that, there was a knock on the door that led 
outside the cell. Tommy immediately jumped to his feet, bouncing on his heels as he 
unlocked the door and swung it open, revealing a very tired-looking Techno on the other side. 


“Look at that! Room service is here,” Tommy declared, the smugness practically radiating off 
of him. 


Techno didn’t seem very amused. “Don’t go thinkin’ this is gonna be a regular thing from 
now on,” he said, shoving one tray of food into Tommy’s hands, and walking towards the bed 
where the Pythia was sitting to hand him the other. “I only did this because yesterday was a 
mess.” 


The tray was loaded up with bread rolls, a few plastic containers of different jams and jellies, 
and a plate of artbake. The Pythia gave Techno a nod of thanks as he took the tray and set it 
on the ground, his stomach growling as soon as the smell hit his nose. 


“Yeah, you can say that again,” Tommy muttered, sitting back down on the ground next to the 
bed, balancing his tray on his lap. “How’re the others doing?” 


Techno shrugged. “I think everyone’s just trying to pretend it didn’t happen.” 
Tommy rolled his eyes. “Tubbo’s acting normal?” 


“I mean, seems like it to me, but I haven’t talked to him. You’ll have to ask him yourself if 
you wanna find out what’s going on with him.” Techno paused then, his bright red eyes 
flickering back over to the Pythia. “Are you doing alright?” 


The Pythia blinked. “Huh?” 


“T’m asking if you’re okay after yesterday,” Techno clarified, raising an eyebrow at him. “It, 
uh, seemed like things got a bit intense towards the end.” 


Techno was... worried? About him? That didn’t make sense. 


But there was genuine concern swirling in those unnatural red eyes. His brows were 
furrowed, the lines of his face seeming deeper than usual as he met the Pythia’s blindfold like 
he was searching for something. 


“I’m fine,” he said carefully, shrinking under Techno’s intense gaze. 


“Considering you pretty much agreed with Sam and Tubbo about the whole ‘killing you’ 
thing, I’m kinda inclined to think you’re lying to me,” Techno pointed out. 


The Pythia stiffened. “You already settled the discussion, so what does it matter?” 


Another beat passed. The longer the silence stretched on, the more the Pythia felt like he’d 
given Techno the wrong answer. Like this conversation was a test. One that he was failing. 


After what felt like an eternity though, Techno sighed and looked away. “I suppose you’ re 
right. You’re sticking around, so Tubbo and Sam are just gonna have to deal with it.” He 
stood up again, the rings along his fingers glinting in the electric glow of the candles 
scattered around the room. “Tommy, I’ll be right outside so shout if you need me, okay?” 


The smile from earlier had completely disappeared from Tommy’s face, but he gave Techno a 
grateful nod nonetheless. “I will. Thanks Tech.” 


With a small hum, Techno turned on his heel and left the cell. The door slammed shut behind 
him, leaving the Pythia alone with Tommy once again. 


The Pythia wasn’t sure what to make of that. Techno had no reason to be worried about him, 
let alone worried about the fact that he agreed with Tubbo and Sam. If anything, that 
should’ve been relieving. But it didn’t seem like that was how Techno viewed it. 


Another minute passed, and the Pythia glanced over to see Tommy munching away at his 
breakfast. It was only then the Pythia remembered his own meal, and began to pick at his 
bread, the warmth from the roll seeping into his fingers and making his shoulders slump. 


The two ate in silence. Again though, it wasn’t an uncomfortable silence. There was no string 
pulled taut between them, just waiting to snap. There was no tension sliding down their 
throats. It was just... quiet. 


Tommy was never quiet. 
“Are you okay?” The Pythia found himself asking before he could think twice. 
Tommy, who was halfway through a stick of artbake, froze. “Yeah? Do I not seem fine?” 


The Pythia shrugged, heat rushing to his cheeks as his eyes fell back to his tray. “You’re not 
usually this quiet.” 


Another beat. The Pythia risked a glance up, and could plainly see a silent debate playing 
across Tommy’s face. His brows were furrowed as he stared at the Pythia, eyes darting at the 
tray of food, to his hands, and then back to his face as the gears turned in his head. The 
Pythia was getting better at reading Tommy, and he’d spent enough time with the boy to 
recognize when he was about to ask him a question. 


“T actually was, uh, wondering something,” he said after a moment, eyes falling back to his 
own food. “Well, I’ve been wondering about it for a while, but I’m just thinking about it 
again.” 


The Pythia tensed. “Like...?” 


Tommy broke a piece of artbake in half before shrugging. “How long were you on the streets 
for when you were a kid?” 


Oh. 


The question wasn’t as much of a slap in the face as the Pythia thought it would’ve been. 
Even still, he found his heart picking up speed as his shoulders curled inwards. 


Tommy seemed to notice his sudden nervousness. 


“You weren’t subtle, Wilbur,” Tommy then added, fiddling with the sleeves of his orange 
sweater. “Like, talking about the park on Alabaster and Berry? There’s no way you would’ ve 
known about the sprinklers unless you slept in that park like I did.” 


Shit. Yeah, the Pythia knew he’d fucked up with that one. 


The Pythia considered the question. If Tommy had asked him that a week ago, he probably 
would’ve ignored it. But there wasn’t an explicit rule saying he couldn’t talk about his life 
before he became the Pythia. It was just that... no one had ever bothered to ask. 


More than anything, the ordeal from yesterday had exhausted the Pythia. Not just physically, 
but emotionally. He was worn out. Even though his past was meaningless, the bird in his 
chest had perked up once again and it was jabbering away, begging him to tell Tommy about 
the memories spinning in his head. 


In a way, they weren’t even his memories. They belonged to the person he used to be before 
he became the Pythia. But for some reason, he wanted to talk about them anyway. And he 
was too tired to come up with an excuse for why he shouldn’t. 


“Well, I was in and out of group homes since I was a baby pretty much, but eventually I ran 
away and lived on my own out there for about... two years I think?” The Pythia admitted, the 
words slipping out without him even needing to think about them. 


For a moment, Tommy was silent. When the Pythia glanced up, he realized Tommy’s eyes 
had been blown wide, like he was shocked the Pythia had answered at all. 


After a second though, Tommy blinked and shook himself off. “Uh, shit, two years? But 
you’d been in group homes your whole life before that?” 


The Pythia nodded. “Yeah. Never got to meet my parents. I was one of those, ‘left on the 
doorstep’ type of kids.” 


“Ah, yeah, we had a few kids show up like that in my group home,” Tommy said, leaning 
further back against the wall. “Most either got adopted out or foster approval pretty quickly. 
Sometimes they didn’t though.” 


“Yeah, that was the case with me,” the Pythia told him. “I think it was just because I was a 
weird kid. I didn’t talk till I was, like, four or something. Which I think creeped a lot of 
people out.” 


“So you just grew up in the group home?” Tommy asked, raising an eyebrow. 


“Pretty much. Until I had the same realization you said you did about preferring to take your 
chances on the street instead of getting your teeth knocked out for soyeggs. That’s when I 
decided to leave.” 


Tommy snorted. “It’s always the soyeggs.” 


“That’s the only shit they have there,” the Pythia pointed out, something almost like a smile 
ghosting over his face. “Where did you sleep your first night?” 


“Me?” Tommy blinked. “Uh, in a bush at a park.” 
The Pythia winced. “Ouch. Bushes hurt to climb out of.” 


“They really do. I nearly poked my fucking eye out,” Tommy agreed, shuddering at the 
memory. “What about you?” 


“My first night? Uh... I think it was next to a dumpster in an alleyway,” the Pythia explained, 
scrunching his nose up as he remembered the smell. 


Tommy grimaced. “That’s worse than the bush I think.” 


“Tt really was. But it was a bit more dry so it had that going for it,” the Pythia said, thinking 
back to the feeling of cold concrete under his head. “A few months into it I found this 
mechanic’s garage, and he would forget to shut the door all the way some nights. I started 
sneaking in there to sleep, but that was always stressful because I had to be out right around 
dawn so he wouldn’t see me.” 


“Holy shit, for real?” Tommy asked, his eyes going wide. “That’s insanely lucky. Especially 
if he never found out.” 


“Oh, he found out,” the Pythia clarified. “Chased me out with a stick a few times, but still 
didn’t double check to make sure his garage door was shut. So I just kept doing it.” 


“T mean, hey, it’s his fault for not closing the door,” Tommy huffed, eyes drifting up towards 
the ceiling. “I remember my mum but, like, barely. I was four when she died, and I think my 
dad was out of the picture before I was even born, so I pretty much grew up in the group 
home too.” 


The Pythia winced in sympathy. “I’m sorry. That must’ve been rough.” 


Tommy shrugged. “It’s fine. I don’t really remember most of it, except for learning what 
death was and all that.” 


... wait. 


“Was this when you first felt a connection to Kristin?” The Pythia asked, tilting his head at 
Tommy. 


“Uh, yeah, it actually was,” Tommy told him, something wistful flashing over his face. 


The Pythia waited for him to continue. The silence stretched on, and after a few seconds, 
Tommy’s gaze fell back on him. It was then the Pythia noticed the uncertainty dancing in his 
eyes, and realized Tommy wasn’t sure how he would react to hearing him talk about Kristin. 


Again, if this was a week earlier, the Pythia would be silently pleading that Tommy didn’t go 
on to talk about his connection to Kristin. But today was different. Today, the Pythia was 
just... curious. 


“What was it like?” He asked after a beat. “You said you didn’t learn anything about Kristin 
worship until Phil found you, so how did you feel her?” 


Tommy’s surprise was obvious, but he did his best to hide it as he furrowed his brows, as if 
he was struggling to find the words to explain. 


“After my mum died, some social worker or something sat me down and explained to me 
what happened. She told me what death was and all that shit, and I think she was expecting 
me to either be confused or start crying? I’m not sure. But- I dunno, I guess it just made sense 
to me. It was just a thing that happened to you,” Tommy told him, his eyes having glazed 
over with the memories. “And once I just accepted that, the air around me got colder, but not 


in an uncomfortable way. And something just told me that this was okay. That this was how 
things were supposed to go.” 


The longer Tommy went on, the larger the lump in the Pythia’s throat grew. Because he never 
felt anything like that with Clara. When he ran away from the group home, he was terrified of 
the future. He had no idea what was in store for him, but knew that staying wasn’t an option 
anymore. Any kind of reassurance—even just a feeling—would’ve been enough to help him 
sleep through that first night. 


He shouldn’t be thinking that. He shouldn’t be jealous of Tommy’s connection to Kristin, 
because he knew his connection to Clara was something far greater. But even still, there was 
a question burning in the back of his mind. 


Why didn t he feel Her before he was chosen? 


The Pythia must’ve fallen silent for too long, because Tommy spoke again before he could 
respond. 


“How did you get caught?” Tommy asked, resting his chin on his knees. 
The Pythia blinked. “What?” 


“You said you were on the streets for two years after you ran away from the group home. I 
was asking how you got caught and brought back,” Tommy clarified. 


Oh. 


“Uh, I didn’t get caught. At least not by the group home,” the Pythia said, twisting his fingers 
into the blankets pooled around his legs. “That was actually when I got chosen to become the 
Pythia.” 


“Wait, you went straight from being fucking homeless to becoming the Pythia?” 


The Pythia nodded. “Yeah, I did. I was playing some kind of kickball game with a few other 
kids out in the street when the palace guards showed up out of nowhere, and said I had to 
come with them. Wouldn’t tell me anything except that Clara had chosen me for something.” 


Tommy frowned at this, and the Pythia could practically hear the gears turning in his head. 
He glanced between the Pythia and his own hands a few times, before finally sighing and 
meeting the Pythia’s blindfold once more. 


“So you were a kid when you became the Pythia.” 


It wasn’t a question. There was something angry in Tommy’s words—something that wasn’t 
directed at him, but was underlying his voice all the same—but there was no question. 


“Tve said it before and I'll say it again. As a vessel-” 


“Your age is meaningless blah blah blah, I know,” Tommy huffed, cutting him off. “But you 
were a kid, at least physically or however the fuck you wanna say it, when you were chosen 


to be the Pythia.” 
The Pythia stayed silent, and apparently that was answer enough for Tommy. 


“Fucking Death, this makes so much sense,” Tommy muttered, dragging his hands down his 
face. “And you’re probably not gonna tell me how old you were when you got chosen, 
right?” 


This time, the Pythia shook his head, and Tommy sighed. 
“Wil, look-” 


“Can we just change the subject?” The Pythia asked, cutting him off. “I- I don’t want to get 
into a debate or any of that shit, okay? Just not today.” 


He was too tired for this. He was too tired for arguments. He was too tired to hear the points 
he already knew Tommy was going to try and make. 


His exhaustion must’ve been obvious in his voice, because after a moment, Tommy nodded 
and slumped back against the wall. 


“Fine,” he muttered. 


The Pythia ignored Tommy’s pouting, and decided to change the subject with the first thing 
that popped into his head. 


“Did you ever try moontane?” 

Sure enough, that made Tommy jolt like he’d been electrified. 

“You know what fucking moontane is?” Tommy asked, his eyes wide. 

The Pythia scoffed. “Anyone who’s been to a night market knows what moontane is.” 


“Okay, fair enough,” Tommy snorted, his sour mood already lifting. “But, like, I dunno, man! 
It’s just weird to hear you mention moontane so casually!” 


Rolling his eyes, the Pythia loosened his grip on the blanket in his lap. “When I was a kid, 
there was this group of older teenagers that had aged out of the group homes and all moved in 
together. A few of them had come from my group home, so they knew me and a few other 
street rats in the area. I dunno who taught them, but somehow they learned how to make 
moontane, and set up their own stand selling it at the night markets. They also sold food, and 
sometimes they’d give me and the other kids some leftovers since they knew us. But other 
times, if business was slow or they were just bored, they’d give the younger kids a bit of 
moontane to try.” 


“You did not fucking try moontane.” 


“T did,” the Pythia said, nodding at Tommy. 


Tommy gaped at him. “How in Kristin’s name are you not dead?” 


The Pythia snorted. “It was only a tiny bit. Barely enough to cover the bottom of one of those 
little paper cups all the market stands have.” 


“That shit is made from gas, Wilbur!” Tommy exclaimed. “Alcoholic gasoline! People go 
blind from drinking it!” 


“Only if the person making it didn’t know what the fuck they were doing,” the Pythia shot 
back, smiling at the memory. “Anyway, I was, like, ten at the time and wanted to be ‘cool’. I 
wasn’t gonna just say no.” 


“If someone offered me moontane when I was ten I would’ve said no,” Tommy told him, 
giving him a pointed look. 


“Good for you. Go film an anti-drinking PSA then,” the Pythia deadpanned. “And for the 
record, I think drinking it that young was actually exactly what I needed to make me never 
wanna touch the stuff again. It tastes exactly how you imagine it would.” 


Tommy grimaced at this. “So it tastes like gas?” 


“Yup. I spit it out immediately,” the Pythia explained, remembering the way it burned in his 
mouth before he spit it onto the concrete. “I’m pretty sure that’s why the older kids gave it to 
us. Because it was funny for them to watch us freak out.” 


“Sound like wrong’uns to me,” Tommy grumbled, folding his arms over his chest. 


“I mean, I still got food from them sometimes, so they weren’t all bad,” the Pythia shrugged, 
looking back at the wall. “Did you go to the night markets much when you were a kid?” 


Tommy shook his head. “I used to go a lot, but when I got older the puppy dog eyes act wore 
off, so I stopped getting free shit from the vendors,” he explained, snorting a bit. “I tried 
stealing, but right when I was getting good at it they all started remembering my face, so I 
pretty much just got banned from the market all together.” 


The Pythia raised his eyebrows behind his blindfold. “You got banned from the whole 
market? How much fucking food did you steal?!” 


“Not that much!” The Pythia gave Tommy a doubtful look, and after a beat, he sighed. 
“Okay, well, I did steal a lot. But it was mostly candy.” 


“Candy doesn’t even fill you up that much,” the Pythia pointed out. 


Tommy buried his face in his hands with a groan. “I know it was fucking stupid! But I was, 
like, ten, man. I didn’t exactly make the best survival choices.” 


“And you’re criticizing me for drinking moontane,” the Pythia muttered. 


“Okay dipshit, there’s a difference between me stealing candy as a kid and you drinking 
literal gasoline-” 


“It was one time!” He argued. 
“Gasoline!” Tommy repeated. 


The Pythia rolled his eyes again, although he couldn’t hide the small smile spreading over his 
face anymore. It was strangely... enjoyable, to just talk to Tommy like this. To talk about the 
lives they’d both left behind. The memories they shared, and the ways that they differed. 


A minute passed by in silence. Both their smiles faded, and the Pythia tried to ignore the way 
Tommy’s eyes roamed his face, as if he was searching for something. 


“Do you think we ever could’ve met?” Tommy then asked, his voice soft. “Even just, like, in 
passing or something? Because I ran into a lot of other street kids while I was out there.” 


The Pythia considered this. Could he and Tommy have met before? It wasn’t likely, but it 
wasn’t impossible either. How ironic would it have been if they had crossed paths before all 
this happened. Back when their lives weren’t the complete polar opposites of one another like 
they were now. 


“How old were you when you ran away?” The Pythia asked. 
“Nine.” 


The Pythia tried to ignore the disappointment that popped in his chest like a balloon. “We 
couldn’t have crossed paths. You would’ve been too young.” 


Tommy frowned, and the Pythia had a feeling that he was experiencing the same inexplicable 
disappointment he was. 


“I wish we could’ve,” Tommy mumbled, his eyes falling to the ground. 


The Pythia struggled to swallow the lump in his throat again because Tommy said exactly 
what he was thinking. 


“You would’ve liked him, I think,” the Pythia admitted quietly. “The person I was before.” 


Tommy’s gaze flitted back up to his blindfold. “I’m sure I would’ve but, y’know, I like the 
person you are now.” 


And- 


And the bird in his chest shrieked at this. Because there was so much wrong with what 
Tommy had said, and he didn’t even realize it. For one thing, calling him a person wasn’t 
accurate, but that wasn’t something Tommy would understand. It would just spark another 
debate if he tried to correct him. 


Another thing though was that Tommy... Tommy had to be lying. There was no reason for 
him to like him. Ignoring his botched escape attempt, he’d been nothing but rude and petty 
ever since he got to the temple. While he still felt his behavior was justified given the 


situation, he wasn’t going to delude himself into thinking Tommy might genuinely enjoy 
being around him despite it. 


“T tried to kill you,” the Pythia pointed out, as if Tommy had forgotten. 


Tommy shrugged. “Eh, like Jack said, what’s a little attempted homicide between friends?” 
He joked. 


The Pythia didn’t smile. “Seriously, Tommy, you don’t have to lie to me. You’re not gonna 
hurt my feelings calling me a prick or something because I know I am.” 


“T’m not lying though,” Tommy shot back, straightening up against the wall. “Sure, you’re 
fucking annoying sometimes, but you’re not that bad to hang out with when you’ re not trying 
to be a dick.” 


Wrapping his arms around himself, the Pythia went quiet, unsure of what to say to that. 
Tommy took that as his cue to keep going. 

“I know you probably hate me-” 

“I don’t,” the Pythia interrupted without thinking. “I don’t hate you at all.” 

Now it was Tommy’s turn to look confused. “I kidnapped you.” 

“And I tried to kill you,” the Pythia shot back, his voice low. 


Understanding dawned on Tommy’s face, and he nodded to himself, something like relief 
flashing through his eyes. 


“Even though I found out your name and keep calling you by it?” Tommy asked after another 
moment. 


The Pythia clenched his jaw again, head dropping as he tried to ignore the bird pecking at his 
ribs. If there was one thing he should’ve hated Tommy for, it was that. Using that name when 
it went against one of the core tenets of Pythian tradition. And he could almost convince 
himself he did hate Tommy for that. If he lost himself in the frustration and the sound of the 
birds shrieks, then he could convince himself that the ache that had settled deep into his 
bones was one borne out of hatred, and not something far more complicated. 


Almost. He was getting worse at lying to himself the longer he spent in this temple. 
“No,” he whispered. “I don’t hate you for that.” 
Another silence. The Pythia’s heart pounded in his ears. 


“Can... Can I ask how you did it?” Tommy then asked, worry bleeding through his words. 
“How did you deal with being told you had to give up your name? Because if that was me, I 
would’ve freaked out.” 


Taking a shaky breath, the Pythia curled further back against the wall, the bird growing 
louder in his chest. 


“It was scary,” he confessed, his words soft but echoing off the stone all the same. “I didn’t 
get it at first. I didn’t get why I’d been dragged away from everything I knew for something I 
barely understood. I didn’t know why I had to give up my name. I didn’t-” his breathing 
hitched. “I didn’t want to be there. But you can’t refuse a calling from your Goddess. She 
understands things we can’t, and while it took some time, I eventually accepted that.” 


He paused, knowing he shouldn’t say anything else. He had already admitted too much. 
Tommy was going to get the wrong idea. Tommy was only going to hate the Pythian tradition 
more than he already did. 


But a dam had been opened, and the words kept spilling out. 


“While I was still being trained, the former Pythia would sit me down and ask me what my 
name was. If I said that name, she would hit my hands with a ruler, or put this stuff in my 
mouth that tasted like soap. Which- I know that sounds cruel, but she was trying to help. 
Because the more I pushed back against what Clara had decided for me, the worse it was. 
Once I put my faith in Her and trusted the path She laid out for me, nothing was scary 
anymore. I knew what my purpose was, and I did my best to fulfill it as She intended.” 


There was a storm raging behind Tommy’s eyes. His jaw was clenched, his hands curled into 
fists as the Pythia’s words settled in the air between them. He glanced between the ground 
and the Pythia’s blindfold, as if he wasn’t sure where to look. 


Suddenly, Tommy was reaching out. His fingers—the nonmetal ones—brushed the back of 
the Pythia’s hand, and he flinched. The touch was burning. Far too warm, far too staticy for 
his frazzled mind to handle. 


At least, that’s what he thought. Until Tommy pulled his hand back, and his own hand 
suddenly felt far too cold. 


“Sorry,” Tommy said, wringing his hands together in front of him. “Touch usually helps, like, 
ground me and shit when I’m thinking about stuff I don’t wanna think about. But I know 
that’s not the same for everyone.” 


The Pythia thought back to the day before. To how Tommy’s hand wrapped around his own 
felt like the only thing keeping him tied down. How the buzzing under his skin kept him 
present, when all he wanted to do was float away. 


“It’s okay,” the Pythia told him. “It’s just- it’s been a while since anyone’s... done that.” 
“Touched you?” Tommy asked, furrowing his brows. 


The Pythia nodded. “Yeah. Like, sometimes a guard might put their hand on my shoulder in 
the palace to guide me somewhere, and obviously you drag me around by the wrist all the 
time, but anything else-” he cut himself off, unsure of how to phrase what he was trying to 
say. “I’m not used to it, I guess.” 


Tommy took a breath, taking that in for a moment. “I get it. I was the same way when Phil 
and Techno took me in. Nearly bit Phil’s hand off the first time he tried to give me a hug.” 


Although it was weak, the Pythia snorted at this. “Of course you bit people.” 


“Well what else was I gonna use ‘em for?” Tommy asked, pointing at his teeth. “It’s a great 
way to get someone to let go of you.” 


The Pythia laughed at this, the tightness in his chest that had formed in the past few minutes 
fading once more. Although the air was still heavy, the Pythia could breathe, and that was 
enough. 


From there, they left behind the darker topics of conversation as Tommy rambled about 
anything and everything that came to his mind. They argued over the morality of giving 
moontane to a ten year old (the Pythia thought it was funny, while Tommy still didn’t see the 
humor in it), Tommy told him several stories of the times he’d been caught stealing from the 
night market, the Pythia pretended to berate him for his thievery before admitting that he’d 
been a great pickpocket back in his youth, which led to them sharing their own tips and tricks 
for stealing they’d learned over the years. 


Although it took the Pythia a while to notice, over the course of the conversation Tommy had 
shifted closer to him. Their shoulders were almost brushing as Tommy’s words began to 
slow. The Pythia tried not to focus on the ghost touch though, instead picking up Tommy’s 
end of the conversation to tell him about the time he got so excited watching a hoverbike race 
he fell into the road and nearly got run over. 


About three quarters of the way through the story though, a soft weight landed on his 
shoulder, followed by a low rumbling sound. The Pythia stiffened and glanced down, going 
silent the second he realized Tommy had fallen asleep. 


The head resting on his shoulder burned just like his skin did every time Tommy grabbed his 
hand. It burned and sent waves of static through his head, but when he considered moving 
Tommy off of him, he’d hear another soft snore and find himself unable to move. 


There were dark circles under Tommy’s eyes. It wasn’t as noticeable when he was awake, his 
booming voice echoing off the walls as he talked a mile a minute. But now, with his face 
slack and his eyes shut, it was painfully obvious how exhausted he was. 


So the Pythia didn’t move. The minutes ticked on, and the static began to die down in his 
head. The burning faded to a warmth that was almost... comfortable, and the bird in his chest 
let out a soft croon that told him that for once, it was content. 


Time passed. The Pythia stared at the wall, Tommy snoring away beside him. 
Then, a chill ran down his spine when he realized what he could do here. 


Tommy was asleep. His guard was asleep, and completely defenseless. It would be even 
easier than before. Tommy wouldn’t be able to fight back- 


The revulsion that washed over the Pythia was so strong, it took all his willpower not to jolt 
and wake Tommy up. He couldn’t do that. He couldn’t hurt- 


...it wouldn’t make sense to do that. Because the Pythia still didn’t know the passcode to get 
out of the cell, and even if he did, Techno was waiting right outside the door. 


Yeah, that was why he couldn’t do that. It didn’t make sense. If anything, it would just make 
his situation worse, because Phil and Techno wouldn’t let Tommy anywhere near him if he 
attacked him again—regardless of what Tommy had to say about it. 


The Pythia clenched his jaw. Again, he’d never been good at lying to himself. 


Even if the door to the cell was wide open right now, he wasn’t sure if he would do anything. 
Because every time the memory of Tommy gasping for air flashed through his mind, bile 
would burn in the back of his throat, and the only thing he could think was that he never 
wanted to hurt Tommy like that again. 


The Pythia stayed perfectly still, the weight on his shoulder growing more and more familiar 
with each passing minute. 


Finally, after nearly half an hour, Tommy woke up. 


It was a slow thing at first. He stirred, blinking a few times and gently shifting against the 
Pythia’s shoulder. 


Then he opened his eyes. 


“What the-” Tommy yelped, scrambling away from the Pythia and fumbling in his pockets 
for his knife. His eyes were blown wide and filled with panic, darting around the cell before 
falling back on the Pythia’s blindfold. 


Instead of feeling relief like he expected, the Pythia found himself missing the warmth on his 
shoulder. 


“You- I- fuck, did I-” Tommy shook his head, still digging in his pockets before finally 
pulling out his knife. He pressed himself against the opposite wall, his hands shaking 
violently as he held the knife in front of him more like a shield than a weapon. “I fell 
asleep?” 


Holding his hands out in front of him to show they were empty, the Pythia nodded. “You 
did.” 


“How long?” Tommy asked hoarsely. 


“I don’t have a clock in here so I can’t tell, but it felt like thirty minutes or so,” the Pythia 
explained, keeping his voice low so Tommy didn’t get more freaked out than he was. 


Tommy considered this for a moment, his breaths slowing as the seconds ticked on. He 
looked around the room again, probably checking to see if anything was amiss only to realize 
there wasn’t. 


Then, his gaze settled back on the Pythia’s blindfold. The fear in his own eyes faded, and he 
put the knife down. 


“You didn’t do anything to me while I was asleep,” he said in a way that both was and wasn’t 
a question at the same time. 


The Pythia shook his head. “No, I didn’t.” 
Tommy frowned. “Why not?” 


There were dozens of answers he could give. He could remind Tommy that Techno was right 
outside the cell door. He could point out that he didn’t know the passcode to get out of the 
cell in the first place. He could admit that even if he somehow got out of the cell and past 
Techno, he didn’t know how to get out of the temple. 


Those were all perfectly reasonable answers. Tommy would accept any of them. 
But that wasn’t why, and the Pythia had a feeling they both knew that. 


“Why did you protect me from the others yesterday?” The Pythia asked instead of giving 
Tommy an answer. 


And just like that, understanding dawned over Tommy’s face yet again. 


It didn’t make sense. Not to himself, probably not to Tommy, and it definitely wouldn’t make 
sense to any of the Deathlings. 


But for once, the Pythia felt like he and Tommy were on the same page. 
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The Pythia wasn’t sure what his and Tommy’s plans for the next day were going to be. 


While he still didn’t know how he felt about leaving his cell and facing the others after the 
argument two days prior, he also knew that Tommy couldn’t hide in there with him forever. 
He was going to have to resume his duties in the temple sooner or later, which meant that 
either the Pythia would spend the day alone with his thoughts, or he’d have to face his fears. 


In a way, they were two sides of the same coin. His thoughts were jumbled—flashes of 
painful emotions and questions he knew he wouldn’t get answers to—and from the moment 
he opened his eyes he felt like he was drowning in his own mind. 


Clara, Tommy, that name, what Clara wanted from him, what he was capable of, what he 
wasn’t capable of- 


It was too much. Too much for him to even try to parse through. If he was left to drift in that 
sea by himself, he was going to lose his mind. Staying behind while Tommy went out would 
be facing his fears in a different way. Facing the questions he didn’t want to put into words. 


Which was why the Pythia had already begun steeling himself for the day ahead when the 
familiar knock echoed through his door. Except- 


Thump thump thump. 

That knock wasn't coming from the shared door between his and Tommy’s rooms. 
Breath catching in his throat, the Pythia tightened the blindfold behind his head. 

“Uh, Tommy’s not in here,” he called out, his voice rough with sleep. 

“I know, mate,” Phil called back, making the Pythia jolt. “Can I come in? I wanna talk.” 
...what the fuck? 


“Do I really have a choice?” The Pythia snapped, invisible hackles on the back of his neck 
already rising up. 


There was a deep sigh on the other side of the door. “Do you have the blindfold on yet or are 
you gonna curse me or whatever the fuck?” 


The Pythia forced himself to his feet, his legs shaking as his muscles began to wake up. “I 
do.” 


With that, the Pythia heard the door unlock with a loud click! The metal groaned as it was 
pushed open, Phil shouldering his way through before letting it slam shut behind him. 


Phil didn’t seem any different than he had the last time the Pythia had seen him during the 
argument. His hair had been brushed, and the bags under his eyes were a bit less prominent, 
but otherwise he looked just as tired and exasperated as ever. 


For a moment, the two stared at each other in silence. 


The Pythia wracked his mind to think of why Phil might be there. Maybe he wanted to yell at 
the Pythia for being the cause of the argument the other day. Or maybe he wanted to know 
why he and Tommy had stayed inside the entire day before. Maybe he found out that Tommy 
had fallen asleep on his shoulder at one point, and wanted to threaten him so he wouldn’t try 
anything if it happened again. 


Or- 


The realization was sharp. It was like a knife had been plunged into his chest, the bird 
shrieking as Phil’s face came into perfect focus. 


What if Phil was there to tell him he’d changed his mind about killing him? What if they 
decided to take the risk of a new Pythia showing up just to end this purgatory he’d been 
trapped in? 


And what if that’s why Tommy wasn’t there? Phil knew that Tommy didn’t want him to die, 
so maybe he’d sent Tommy out on an errand to get him out of the way, and by the time he got 
back the Pythia would be... gone. 


“You're going to kill me now, aren’t you?” The Pythia asked, wincing when his voice 
cracked. 


Fuck. Fucking- fuck, he wasn’t ready. He needed to pray. He needed to ask Clara for 
forgiveness for failing Her. He needed to talk to Tommy- 


“What the fuck? No!” Phil exclaimed, his eyes going wide. “Why in Death’s name would 
you think that?” 


The Pythia blinked. “The last time I saw you, your entire group was arguing about my 
execution.” 


Phil frowned. “And I told them we weren’t killing you. That still holds true.” 
...oh. 


The Pythia hadn’t even realized he was shaking until he slid down the wall and back onto his 
blankets. His hands were trembling as he wrapped them around himself, and kept his eyes on 
the floor as Phil crouched down in front of him. 


2. 


“You seem pretty scared for someone who was advocating for his own murder two days ago,’ 
Phil pointed out. 


Clenching his jaw, the Pythia took a stuttering breath to try and calm his racing heart. “I just 
woke up. A bullet to the skull wasn’t exactly what I thought my breakfast was going to be 
today.” 


Phil huffed and sat down fully on the floor, criss-crossing his legs and resting his elbows on 
top of his knees. “So you’re afraid to die?” He asked. 


“Of course I am,” the Pythia told him, keeping his blindfolded gaze on the ground. 
“Everyone fears death.” 


“I don’t,” Phil countered. 
The Pythia lifted his head to scowl at Phil. “You’re a batshit insane heretic. You don’t count.” 


At this, Phil grinned. “Damn right I am. But that still begs the question of why you told the 
others they were right for wanting to kill you, even though you’re scared of it.” 


“Were you not listening to anything I said?” The Pythia asked, meeting Phil’s eyes behind his 
blindfold. “I’m not serving Clara while I’m down here. I can’t fulfill my duty to Her, and 
serving Her is my only reason for breathing. So even if I don’t want to-” his breathing 
hitched. “Even if I don’t necessarily want to die, right now, it seems like it’s the best option 
for everyone.” 


Phil’s brows furrowed. “Everyone as in...?” He trailed off, letting the question hang in the 
air. 


“For you, the Deathlings, since I pose a threat to you all by being here. And then also the best 
option for Clara, since She’ll be able to reset the cycle,” he explained, resisting the urge to 
curl further back against his pillows. 


A beat passed as Phil considered this. His frown deepened as he cocked his head to the side 
in a way that was almost bird-like, his icy eyes flickering up and down the Pythia’s frame 
before settling back on his face. 


“What about the best option for you, mate?” Phil then asked. “Arguably, you should get the 
biggest stake in this since it’s your life on the line.” 


Once again, the Pythia was hit with the realization that the Deathlings truly had no idea how 
any of this was supposed to work. 


“It’s not my life on the line here,” the Pythia began, his words slow like he was explaining it 
to a child. “My life belongs to Clara. Everything I am is because of Her. So if I can’t serve 
Her...” he trailed off, letting Phil fill in the blanks for himself. 


The understanding dawning over Phil’s face was slow, but sure. The Pythia watched Phil take 
a moment, staring at the Pythia like he only now saw what he really was. And he knew that 
was supposed to be a good thing. The Deathlings would finally see him as the empty vessel 
he’d always been. Maybe then they could finally stop fucking around and end things like they 
should have from the start. 


The thought made him feel sick to his stomach, but he shoved the bile down. 


“What if I told you that you don’t need a reason to exist?” Phil suddenly asked, something 
unreadable in his voice. 


The words were like a slap to the face. 
“What?” 


“You keep saying you owe your life to Clara, your reason to exist is because of Her, but what 
if I said a life isn’t something you owe or need a reason for?” Phil continued, his eyes calmly 
meeting the blindfold. 


“I don’t understand,” the Pythia said, his heart pounding in his ears again. 
“Why do you serve Clara?” 
The Pythia’s breathing stuttered. “Because it’s my-” 


“Don’t say it’s your fucking purpose or fate or any of that shit,” Phil cut in. “Give me a real 
reason. Why do you serve Clara?” 


“Because-” The Pythia’s head was throbbing. “Because it’s what I’m supposed to do.” 


Phil shrugged. “Then why do you think I serve Kristin? We both know it’s not what I’m 
‘supposed’ to do.” 


There were a lot of reasons Phil could choose to worship Kristin. Maybe he wanted to justify 
harming others. Maybe he wanted to not fear death. Maybe he just wanted to be difficult. 


Either way though, it all boiled down to one thing. 
“You wanted to,” the Pythia answered. 


“Exactly,” Phil said, snapping his fingers. “I want to worship Kristin. I don’t do it because I 
have to, I don’t do it because I’m supposed to. She’s the Goddess I choose to put my faith in, 
because she’s given me far more reason to than Clara ever did.” 


Suddenly, he was leaning forward, his hands not touching the Pythia, but ghosting over his 
arms like he was going to at any second. 


“Religion is a choice,” Phil continued, his voice low. “Belief isn’t something that just 
happens to you. It’s something you choose. You can choose to believe and worship one deity 
over another, just like you can choose not to worship any of them. It’s all about what you 
want.” 


That- No, that wasn’t right. 


Worshipping Clara wasn’t a choice for the Pythia. Because it was the Pythia’s duty. And 
wasn’t that how most worship was supposed to be? You fulfilled your duty to your Goddess 
by worshipping Her how She wanted you to? 


“Maybe that’s how it works when you worship Kristin, but belief and faith in Clara isn’t 
something you can just choose. We all owe Her our faith,” the Pythia told him. 


Phil blinked. “But you owe her your faith more than anyone, right?” 
The Pythia nodded. “Yes, I do.” 


“Even though you didn’t choose to become the Pythia, you’re still expected to have complete 
and unwavering faith in her will simply because... the former Pythia told you to?” Phil 
pushed, a crease forming between his brows. “To the point of forgoing your own life?” 


Judgement was practically dripping from Phil’s words, and the Pythia felt heat rise to his 
cheeks. 


“Would you not sacrifice your life for Kristin?” The Pythia asked, raising an eyebrow. 


“Kristin already knows when and how I’m going to die. But even if She didn’t, She would 
never ask me to take my own life for Her,” Phil shot back, his eyes narrowing. “If the 
situation called for it, of course I would die for Her. But that would be my choice. Not Hers.” 


The Pythia considered this for a moment, before his gaze fell back to the ground. “It doesn’t 
matter. Clara is the reason I exist, so it only stands to reason that if She wants my life back, 
then I should give it to Her.” 


“But you don’t have to,” Phil countered. “You can choose for yourself. You can decide to 
live, even if you think your fate is to die.” 


“At the expense of my Goddess? Do you know how selfish that is?” The Pythia hissed, 
glaring at Phil now. 


Something in Phil’s face softened at this. 
“Being selfish isn’t always bad,” Phil said, leaning forward again. “It’s human.” 


“I’m a vessel,” the Pythia forced out between gritted teeth. “I’m not supposed to be human. 
I’m something greater.” 


A heavy silence hung between them. Phil pressed his lips together, giving the Pythia a long 
look before pushing to his feet once again. 


“Not supposed to be, or not allowed to be?” Phil asked, his eyes glinting. 


Then, before the Pythia could even try to formulate a response to that, Phil turned on his heel 
and headed for the door to the cell. He let it slam shut behind him, the resounding boom 
echoing off the walls and hammering into the Pythia’s skull. 


The bird in his chest let out a mournful croon. 
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In the end, his talk with Phil only left him feeling more hollow than before. Nearly an hour 
after Phil left, Tommy came in, mentioning a check-up with Sam he’d just had on his lungs 
and complaining that Sam still refused to put a lighter in his prosthetic hand. 


The Pythia didn’t mention the fact that Phil had been there earlier, and it seemed that Phil 
kept the same silence, because Tommy never asked him about it. 


While they ended up leaving the cell that day, they avoided the cafeteria, and spent most of 
the day in Niki’s tattoo parlor. No one talked about the argument, but he could feel Niki’s 
worried gaze lingering on him when she thought he wasn’t looking. 


It hung over their heads like a cloud. But until it rained on them, they all silently agreed to 
ignore it. 


When he and Tommy eventually returned to the cafeteria the next day, dozens of eyes 
followed him, making his skin prickle as he pressed himself against a wall. Aimsey, Ranboo, 
Sam, Ponk—they all stared. At him or Tommy, he wasn’t sure. But they were staring, and 
that was enough to make the Pythia want to run back and hide from all of it. 


When his breath stuttered in his chest, he squeezed his eyes shut, trying to ignore the feeling 
of bugs crawling under his skin. It wasn’t working though. It wasn’t working and it was 
getting more difficult to breathe. He needed to get out of here. He needed to get away from 
the eyes, he needed to hide himself away where they couldn’t judge him when he was only 
trying to follow his Goddess and- 


Cool metal wrapped around his fingers. The Pythia blinked his eyes open behind his 
blindfold, and saw Tommy was grabbing his hand, raising an eyebrow in silent question. 


Is this okay? 


The buzzing was still there, like it always was with Tommy’s touch. But it was less 
distracting than before. Not toned down, but almost... comforting. It gave him something to 
focus on besides the eyes fixated on him. 


Tommy had mentioned that touch grounded him. Now, the Pythia was beginning to 
understand what that meant. 


He squeezed Tommy’s hand and gave him a small nod. Tommy smiled and squeezed back, 
and the warmth that spread over his palm wasn’t overwhelming like it had been before. It was 
nice. 


More days passed. The stares lessened. Phil’s words echoed in the Pythia’s mind. 
“What if I told you that you don t need a reason to exist?” 


He had a reason to exist, and that was to serve Clara. The former Pythia had told him that he 
owed her his very breath. That was something he’d accepted a long time ago. Phil was 
wrong, and therefore his words should’ve meant nothing to him. 


Except... he couldn’t get them out of his mind. 


He continued to go through the motions. Following Tommy around, talking with Niki and 
Jack, avoiding everyone else’s glares—the same thing over and over and over again. And the 
question continued to circle in his mind. The question of what he should do next. The 
question of what he could do next. 


It was getting more difficult to push down the anxiety buzzing deep in his chest. His gut 
twisted, his skin crawled, every breath was something he had to fight for. In a way, it was like 
the fear and the anger and the confusion had formed a giant blob inside of him. The blob was 
growing larger with the day, and it would only be a matter of time before it ripped out of him 
entirely. 


He reached his breaking point in Niki’s tattoo parlor. 


The day had been rather uneventful. After another tense breakfast, the Pythia had followed 
Tommy around while he did some chores in the temple like cleaning and repairs on a few 
floating lights, before they ended back up with Niki and Jack. 


The Pythia had been feeling off the entire day. Like his skin was too tight, or his breathing 
wasn’t as even as it should’ve been. It didn’t make sense because nothing bad had happened. 
But something inside of him had shifted, and it was getting near impossible to pretend it 
hadn’t. 


“Hey, you there?” 


An elbow nudged his side, and the Pythia jumped as he was jolted out of his thoughts. 
Tommy sat beside him, their shoulders brushing from where they were both sitting on one of 
the bean bags near Niki’s desk. 


“Uh, yeah, sorry,” the Pythia stammered, blinking a few times. “What did you say?” 


“Jack asked you something,” Tommy said, pointing to Jack who was sitting on the ground 
across from them. 


He turned his head to Jack. “Shit, sorry.” 


“Don’t worry about it, man,” Jack reassured him, flashing him a smile. “We were shit talking 
rich people, so I was just wondering what the most pompous rich bullshit you saw go on in 
the palace was.” 


Oh. At least that was an easy question. 


“Schlatt once had sprinklers installed outside his windows to create fake rain because his 
therapist suggested he try sleeping to rain sounds.” 


As expected, Jack, Tommy, and Niki’s eyes all went wide at that. 
“Why didn’t he just play recorded rain sounds?” Niki asked, her brows furrowing. 


“Said he didn’t want, and I quote, ‘that fake shit,” the Pythia explained. “He only wanted 
real rain.” 


“Did he like it?” Jack asked. 


The Pythia snorted and shook his head. “Nope. Said it annoyed the fuck out of him and got 
them taken out the next day.” 


Tommy scoffed. “All that work for nothing.” 


“Yup. Schlatt was great at wasting people’s time,” the Pythia said, slumping back further into 
the bean bag. “He kept arguing with the palace surgeon about the color of his cybernetic eyes 
because they weren’t the right shade of red. Got them changed about three times before he 
was finally happy with them, even though they looked basically the same every time.” 


“That doesn’t fucking surprise me,” Tommy muttered, nudging his shoulder against the 
Pythia’s. “I’ve heard those rich fucks are super wasteful when it comes to cybernetics and all 
that shit.” 


The Pythia shrugged. “Sometimes they are, sometimes they aren’t. It’s not about the money 
though. They’re more than willing to pay out the ass for their enhancements. But a lot of 
them don’t like having more surgeries than necessary just because of the recovery time. 
Schlatt didn’t care though because it gave him an excuse to sleep for three days straight every 
time.” 


Jack snorted at this, while Tommy glared at the wall. Meanwhile, something thoughtful 
flashed over Niki’s face, her eyes flickering to his blindfold as she rested her chin in her 
hands. 


“Actually, that just reminded me of a question I’ve been meaning to ask you,” she said, 
straightening up in her chair. “What color are your eyes, Pythia?” 


The Pythia stiffened. “What?” 


“T realized that because of the blindfold, none of us know what color your eyes are,” Niki 
pointed out. “You don’t have to say if you don’t want to. I’m just curious.” 


...oh. 


The Pythia had never been asked that before. Of course he heard the rumors people made up 
about his eyes. That they glowed in the dark or were completely white because of Clara. It 
wasn’t true, but it wasn’t like he felt the need to correct them either. It’s not like it mattered. 


But Niki wanted to know what color his eyes were. 


“T bet they glow, like, gold or some shit,” Jack chimed in. “If you got a curse inside of ‘em, 
they gotta look cool, right?” 


Ignoring the way his chest squeezed at the soft look on Niki’s face, the Pythia shook his head. 
“Um, no, they don’t.” He took a shaky breath, unsure of why his nerves only grew at such a 
simple question. “My eyes are just brown.” 


At this, Niki smiled. “I can picture that. Brown eyes suit you.” 
“They’re just eyes,” the Pythia shrugged, gaze falling to the ground. 


“Y’know,” Tommy suddenly cut in, “while I don’t think there’s anything wrong with brown, 
you should’ve lied and said they do glow because that’s way fucking cooler.” 


“Tommy!” Niki scolded. 


“Tt’s not an insult! I’m just saying if I were him I’d say my eyes glow, like, orange or some 
shit just naturally! How cool would that be?!” 


Despite how tight his skin felt, the Pythia couldn’t help but laugh at that. “Why orange?” 


Tommy shrugged. “Well, it doesn’t have to be orange specifically. But you should say your 
eyes glow some wild unnatural color just for shits and giggles. It’s not like anyone can prove 
you’re lying.” 


“How do you know I’m not lying about my eyes being brown?” The Pythia asked, the hint of 
a smile playing at the corners of his lips. 


“Because that’d be a lame fucking lie, that’s why,” Tommy shot back. “You lie to make 
yourself more interesting. Not more boring.” 


“That’s why you say you’re 6’3” when you’re actually 6’1”,” Jack chimed in, flashing 
Tommy a shit-eating grin. 


Tommy’s face went beet red. “You motherfucker- I am 6’3”!” 

“If you wear platform boots maybe,” Jack teased, while Niki stifled her giggles beside him. 
“T’m with Jack here. You’re definitely not 6’3”,” the Pythia agreed. 

“What the fuck, man?!” Tommy gasped, punching the Pythia in the arm. 


“Don’t hit me, dickhead!” The Pythia shot back, slapping Tommy’s hand away. ““There’s no 
way you’re only two inches shorter than me.” 


Tommy frowned. “You’re not 6’5”.” 

“T am too!” 

“Are not!” 

“I am! Got measured at the palace and everything-” 


“Oi! Shut up before I get a headache!” Jack cut in, silencing them both. “Tommy, mate, I 
don’t know what to tell you but I’d definitely believe the Pythia is 6’5” before I believe 
you're 6’3”.” 


“He is pretty tall,” Niki agreed, nodding as her eyes flickered over the Pythia’s frame. 
“I hate all of you,” Tommy grumbled, leaning into the Pythia’s side. 


Over the past few days, the Pythia had slowly grown used to the buzzing that always came to 
life under his skin whenever Tommy brushed against him. Sometimes he’d grab his hand, and 
other times he’d just nudge his shoulder. On rare occasions, he’d go completely limp against 
the Pythia, like he was doing now. And without thinking about it, the Pythia found himself 
leaning back into Tommy as well. 


It was in these moments when the air was filled with the echoes of laughter, and warmth was 
blooming in his chest, that he could forget about all his worries with Clara—just for a 
moment. He could ignore the anxiety humming under his skin, silence the questions spinning 
around his head, and just let himself be. 


But it was only for a moment. And like all moments, it didn’t take long for it to shatter. 


The door to the tattoo parlor groaned as it was pushed open. All four of them fell silent, their 
heads snapping to the doorway to see who was there. 


A rock dropped into the Pythia’s gut when his eyes met dozens of eyes tattooed across pale 
skin. 


“Oh, hi Techno,” Niki said, pushing to her feet. “What’s up?” 


“Oh, uh-” Techno paused, his red eyes flickering over the Pythia and Tommy, before darting 
back to Niki. “I was just talkin’ to Sam and he wanted me to ask you how those upgrade 
enchantments are coming along.” 


Niki blinked, her eyes widening. “Oh! Yeah, hang on.” She hurried over to her desk, grabbing 
a bright blue sketchbook out of one of the drawers and opening it up to a random page. She 
flipped through it for a few moments, before snapping her fingers and holding it out to 
Techno. “Here’s what I have so far. I’m sure it’ll need adjustments, but I won’t know what I 
need to do until he tests it out on a prototype.” 


Techno nodded, eyes skimming over the page before pushing it back towards her. “That’s 
fine. He’s still finishing up the prototype, so he’ll probably bring it over in another day or 
two.” 


Nodding, Niki closed her sketchbook again and put it back in her desk. Once the drawer was 
shut, she turned back to Techno, who was now awkwardly standing beside the door. 


“Um, sorry to interrupt,” Techno then said, glancing back at the Pythia again. “I’ll head out 
now-” 


“You don’t have to leave,” Niki cut in, and the Pythia had to resist the urge to curse. 


Techno froze, one hand reaching for the door. “I mean, you guys are having a conversation. I 
don’t wanna butt into that.” 


“Aw Techno, you don’t need to worry about that,” Niki reassured him, reaching out to loop 
her arm through his so she could guide him back into the room. “You’re always welcome in 
here!” 


Either Niki was oblivious to the awkward looks Techno kept flashing his way, or she simply 
didn’t care as she led Techno over to where the rest of them were sitting. When she gestured 
for him to sit in one of the bean bags besides the one the Pythia was sharing with Tommy, the 
Pythia knew it had to be the latter option. She knew full well what she was doing, and the 
Pythia wanted the ground to swallow him whole because of it. 


Sure, it wasn’t as if he and Techno were on bad terms with each other. But they weren’t 
anything close to friends. 


Techno was as stiff as a board as he sat down on the bean bag, the rings on his fingers 
glinting in the electric candlelight as he folded his arms over his chest. Meanwhile, Tommy 
had moved away from the Pythia’s side, and although their shoulders were still brushing, he 
wasn’t slumped against him like before. 


The Pythia tried to ignore how cold the absence was. He had bigger things to worry about. 


“So Techno,” Jack jumped in, shattering the ice before it could even fully form. “How tall 
would you say Tommy is?” 


Without missing a beat, Techno said, “He’s 6’1”.” 


“Wh- Techno!” Tommy’s voice cracked in protest. 
Techno huffed. “Just because you keep saying you’re 63” doesn’t make it any more true.” 


“T can’t believe this!” Tommy exclaimed, shaking his head. “Fine, then how tall would you 
say he is?” He continued, pointing at the Pythia. 


“Uh...” Techno’s brows furrowed. “Both of you stand up for me.” 


Tension momentarily forgotten, the Pythia pushed to his feet, dragging Tommy up beside 
him. They turned to stand back to back, and the Pythia had to hold back a laugh when he felt 
Tommy rise up onto his tip toes. 


“Tommy, stop doin’ that,” Techno scolded. 
Immediately, Tommy dropped back onto his feet. 
“Alright, you can sit again.” 


The two sat back down on their shared bean bag, Tommy shooting Techno a glare that was so 
fierce, it could rival the sun. 


“The Pythia’s at least 6’5”, if not 6’6”.” 


“Take that, you fucking gremlin!” The Pythia exclaimed, elbowing Tommy as hard as he 
could without actually hurting him. 


“Oh fuck off! You’re all a bunch of liars!” Tommy shot back, scowling at everyone in the 
room. 


“You're just mad that I’m so much taller than you,” the Pythia teased. 


“No way,” Tommy scoffed. “Y’know it’s possible to be too tall? That’s what you are. You’re 
like a fucking lamppost. I bet you hit your head on doorways like a dumbass if you don’t 
duck because you’re too goddamn tall for them.” 


The Pythia frowned, thinking back to all the times he’d nearly slammed his head into a 
doorway walking around the palace when he was first going through his growth spurt. 


“Shut the fuck up,” the Pythia said for lack of a better comeback. 
At this, Tommy lit up. “Holy shit, you totally hit your head on doorways!” 
“T said shut up-” 


“I wish I could get that on video. How fucking funny would that be? Just seeing you walk 
along and totally dome yourself on a doorway like an idiot-” 


As the two began to bicker, Techno turned to Niki and Jack, raising a single eyebrow at them 
both. 


“Are they always like this?” 
Jack snorted. “I dunno where you’ve been, but yeah, they’re always like this.” 


Something thoughtful flashed over Techno’s face at this. He settled back into his bean bag, 
watching as the Pythia and Tommy’s voices both faded, their pointless argument dying out as 
quickly as it started. 


A few beats passed. The Pythia squirmed under the weight of Techno’s stare. 


“Did you know that Schlatt apparently had sprinklers installed outside his windows for fake 
rain sounds to help him sleep at night?” Jack suddenly asked, grinning at Techno. 


Techno frowned. “I’m not surprised he’d do something as stupid as that but, like, how do you 
know that?” 


“The Pythia told us,” Niki said, pointing at him. “We were talking about how ridiculous the 
rich people in the palace are earlier.” 


The Pythia clenched his jaw as all eyes turned to him again. Techno’s frown only deepened. 
“You run into a lot of ridiculous rich people I’m guessing?” 

“Yeah, I do,” the Pythia shrugged, gaze falling to his lap. “They’re all a bunch of pricks.” 
Another moment passed. 


“Y’know, it’s kinda interestin’ how you don’t seem to include yourself with the rest of those 
rich palace people,” Techno pointed out. 


Immediately, the Pythia stiffened. “What?” 


“I’m just saying, you’re saying the others are ridiculous like you weren’t wearing a veil made 
of literal pearls the night Tommy kidnapped you,” Techno hummed, leaning back against the 
wall. 


“That’s traditional Pythian garb!” The Pythia argued, his voice cracking. “For one thing, I 
hated wearing it. And another thing, it’s been passed down for generations, so it’s not like it 
was specifically made for that ball.” 


“Look, I’m not trying to criticize you here. But you did benefit from all the taxes the palace 
wastes just like all the other rich folks.” 


The Pythia furrowed his brows. “What are you trying to do here?” 


“I’m not trying to do anything,” Techno said, holding his hands up in mock surrender. “But 
you gotta admit, you were living a pretty cushy life on taxpayer money up until Tommy 
kidnapped you.” 


Beside him, Tommy groaned. “Techno, please don’t go all anarchist on him right now.” 


Techno huffed. “I’m not going anarchist.” He paused then, his eyes glinting like he’d just 
thought of something. “But that does remind me, I’ve been wondering what you think about 
politics, Pythia.” 


...this was heading into dangerous territory. The Pythia could tell that much. 
“Never a good way to start a conversation,” Jack muttered under his breath. 


“As the Pythia, I’m not supposed to have political opinions of my own. My purpose is to 
advise the Emperor according to Clara’s Will and nothing more,” the Pythia explained in time 
with the former Pythia’s words echoing in his mind. 


Techno narrowed his eyes. “You don’t have political opinions?” 
“T’m a neutral party,” the Pythia confirmed. 


“A neutral party that supports the Emperor,” Techno countered. “So as long as Schlatt is in 
Clara’s good graces, you support everything he’s done?” 


The Pythia grit his teeth. No. Of course he didn’t support all the things Schlatt had done. But 
it wasn’t his place to criticize Schlatt’s leadership. Even if it was, it’s not like Schlatt 
would’ ve listened to him, so it was a moot point either way. 


“I... wouldn’t put it like that,” the Pythia said, choosing his words with the care of walking 
through a minefield. 


“You’re an advisor to Schlatt, correct?” Techno asked. The Pythia nodded. “Then have you 
been the one advising him to take the country in the direction it’s been going?” 


“Techno-” 


“It’s a fair question that he can answer for himself, Tommy,” Techno said, cutting Tommy off 
before he could start. 


The Pythia fought the urge to shrink behind Tommy. It was a fair question. One that he knew 
he was going to get eventually. He just had to be careful how he answered it. 


“T only advise him according to the visions Clara sends me. And I’m not his only advisor,” 
the Pythia explained. 


Techno considered this. “But you’re his highest-ranked advisor.” 
The anxiety was back in full force now, and the Pythia felt bile burn the back of his throat. 
“Technically speaking, yes. But that doesn’t mean I have more of a say than the others.” 


“It does though,” Techno retorted. “This country has been going downhill for a long time, but 
it’s only sped up under Schlatt’s rule. The wealth divide is the worst it’s ever been, inflation 
is going nuts, he takes bribes from every corporation under the sun—we’re falling apart out 
here, and apparently Clara doesn’t care.” 


Anger began to stir in the Pythia’s gut. “Watch what you’re saying, Deathling. I’m the only 
one who can speak for Clara.” 


“Well either you’re doing a shit job of it, or I’m right and Clara doesn’t care at all that the 
country under her protection is tearing itself apart. So which is it?” Techno challenged, sitting 
up straight as his bright eyes burned into the blindfold. 


The Pythia’s gut was twisting in on itself with nerves. Anxiety rushed through his veins, the 
bile getting higher and higher as his lunch threatened to make a reappearance. And it was 
only worsened by the red coals of anger simmering in his gut. 


Techno had no idea what he was talking about. Clara did care about the country. She always 
had. But it was Schlatt who didn’t care about Her. 


Schlatt didn’t give a shit about him either, but that wasn’t the important part here. 


“Clara absolutely cares about the country,” the Pythia shot back, his words trembling as he 
curled his hands into fists. 


“So it’s the first one then. You’re just bad at your job?” Techno asked, looking unimpressed. 
“Or did you want things to go in this direction?” 


“Techno, that’s enough,” Tommy snapped. 


“Look Tommy, I’ve been waiting for answers to these questions for ages now. The Pythia can 
answer for himself. He’s an adult,” Techno said, shooting Tommy a sharp look before 
focusing back on the Pythia. “I’m not trying to attack you. I’m just saying that some things 
aren’t adding up.” 


The Pythia’s breath was coming faster now. “You- You don’t understand how things work in 
the palace.” 


“Youre right. I don’t. So tell me how it works.” 

“T can’t.” 

“Because you’re afraid of what we’ll say?” Techno questioned. 

The Pythia shook his head. “No, it’s not- it’s more complicated than that.” 


“Tt’s really not though. You’re an advisor who sees the future, but the country is falling apart. 
How is that happening?” Techno pushed, leaning closer. 


“T can’t tell you that,” the Pythia forced out, his heart pounding in his ears. 


“Clara is supposed to keep you safe, but you got kidnapped by us anyway. Why did that 
happen?” Techno continued. 


The Pythia winced. “I told you I can’t tell you.” 


“Was it that she wanted this to happen? That she was planning for you to get kidnapped by 
us?” 


No. No, it wasn’t that at all because Clara cared about him. She had to. He was Hers and 
nothing was going to change that, no matter what bullshit Techno said. 


He was Hers. He had always been Hers. 
Why was that so painful to remember now? 
Techno was still talking. 


“Because I gotta be honest, I was a little surprised at how the plan went out without a hitch 
and was starting to wonder if Clara-” 


And just like that, the dam inside of him broke 


“It’s because Schlatt never fucking listened to me!” The Pythia shouted, cutting Techno off. 
“I had a vision about the ball and being kidnapped but he- he refused to cancel. And I wish I 
could say that was the first time, but he only ever listened to my advice if it agreed with what 
he already wanted to do, which it usually didn’t. So when you keep fucking saying that I have 
all this power that’s not fucking true, because I didn’t have any power!” 


His chest was heaving. Ringing echoed in his ears. The bird screamed. 
The silence was deafening. 


Four pairs of eyes stared at him in blatant shock. Niki, Jack, Techno, Tommy—none of them 
had been expecting that, and for the briefest of moments, the Pythia was almost proud. 


Then, he realized what he did. 


“Oh no,” he whispered, the ringing getting louder in his ears as he shakily pushed to his feet. 
“No no I- I wasn’t supposed to-” 


He wasn’t supposed to say that. The relationship between the Emperor and the Pythia was 
sacred. What they discussed was between them, Clara, and no one else. 


Except now that included the Deathlings. 
Of all people to share that with, the Pythia had admitted that to the Deathlings. 


The bird jammed its beak into his ribs as he stumbled back against a wall. He broke Clara’s 
trust. It was so easy, he didn’t even think about it. He admitted all of that in one fell swoop, 
and now Tommy was standing up, and Techno was saying something but he couldn’t hear it 
over the ringing in his ears, and Niki was giving him a worried look while Jack seemed 
confused and- 


Tommy was walking towards him, but his back hit the wall and he realized he was trapped. 
The tattoo parlor had seemed spacious before, but now it was suffocating him. All he could 


feel was the warm air sliding down his throat, and the weight of Techno, Niki, Jack, and 
Tommy’s stares lingering on him. Tracking his face. Damning him with the knowledge they 
all now held. 


He couldn’t be here right now. 


The stares, the electric candles, the silent words floating in the air—it was too much. Far too 
much. He needed to get away from it or else he was going to implode. 


So without thinking, he threw open the door, and sprinted out into the temple. 


There were shouts behind him as he ran, but he didn’t pay any attention. He ran through the 
main chamber, gasping under Kristin’s knowing gaze. His boots thudding against stone sent 
jolts through his entire body. But he kept going. 


He didn’t make a break for the exit to the temple. Instead, he ran past it and towards his own 
cell. But he didn’t want to be there either, because he could still be seen. By Tommy. By 
Techno and Phil. By Clara. 


The Pythia couldn’t bear for Clara to see him right now. Not when he’d just failed Her so 
spectacularly. 


A hand brushed against his shirt as he ran down the hallway. He didn’t look back. He just 
kept running. 


And running. 
And running. 


Until the bathing room doorway appeared, and the Pythia let the darkness swallow him 
whole. 


As soon as the light disappeared, his other senses returned in one fell swoop. His ears popped 
as all sound came back. He could hear his boots shuffling against the stone, the babbling 
water running over the rocks, his own breath scraping in his throat. 


He walked blindly through the cave until he heard a soft splash. Bending down, warm water 
brushed his fingertips, and he realized he was sitting right against the bathing pool. 


Finding a dry rock, he sat down and brought his knees up to his chest. His head was 
throbbing, the blur of magic still visible even in total darkness. Without thinking, he yanked 
the blindfold off his head, squeezing his eyes shut as he stuffed the fabric in his pocket. 


The thick steam that swirled around the room made it even more difficult to breathe than 
before, and he gasped for air. The bird was pecking over and over at his ribs, pieces of bone 
falling into his chest cavity and rattling around every time he filled up his lungs. He curled in 
on himself as the panic inside of him only grew 


It was one thing to say that he failed Clara by not escaping on his own. It was a whole other 
thing to truly fail Her by breaking one of Her most important tenets. 


She was his purpose, and he failed Her. So where the fuck did that leave him? 
He didn’t know. He was Hers, and without Her he was nothing. 
“Wilbur?” 


Tommy’s voice jolted him out of his panic for just a moment. He snapped his head up to try 
and see where Tommy was, before realizing he’d have no way of seeing him in darkness like 
this. 


“I saw you run in here. I really hope you didn’t try to drown yourself or anything because I 
really don’t wanna go swimming in my clothes,” Tommy continued, his voice echoing 
strangely off the stone walls. 


Opening his mouth, he tried to say something to tell Tommy where he was. 
Instead, all that came out was a broken sob. 
“Wilbur?” Tommy called out again, fear leaking into his words. “Are you okay?” 


Although he wanted to stifle it, another sob wracked his body, and Tommy’s footsteps got 
closer. 


“Hey, it’s okay. No one’s pissed at you,” Tommy said, his voice louder now. “Can you, uh, 
make another sound so I can find you?” 


He didn’t even try to speak this time. A strange, keening whine spilled past his lips, his head 
beginning to spin from his struggle to breathe. 


Suddenly, he could feel someone standing right in front of him. 


“Shit, there you are,” Tommy muttered, some shifting sounds telling him that Tommy was 
now crouched in front of him. “C’mon Wil, talk to me, what’s going on?” 


His words had already caused so much damage, he wasn’t sure if he could find the will to say 
anything else. Before he could even try to form a sentence though, he blinked, and suddenly 
he was gripped with ice cold fear. 


“My blindfold it’s- it’s not-” he squeezed his eyes shut, his words breaking off into more 
whining noises. 


“Hey, no, it’s okay. I can’t see your eyes in here,” Tommy reassured him, his voice dropping 
to something lower. “You gotta breathe, man. You’re gonna pass out if you don’t.” 


He forced a shuddering breath through his chest, the hot air sticking to his throat and making 
his lungs burn even more than they already were. His head was spinning, his ears were 
ringing, and despite the darkness it was still so much. He was floating in the void. He was 
laid bare for no one to see. 


“I wasn’t supposed to-” his breathing hitched. “I said too much. I said way too fucking much 
and Clara’s going to-” 


“Hey, don’t think about Clara right now,” Tommy told him. 
“T have to.” His voice cracked again. 
“No, you don’t,” Tommy insisted. “All you gotta do right now is breathe.” 


He was trying. Fuck, he was trying. But the air was too hot. The darkness was suffocating 
him. Bones shards were rattling in his chest. He could feel everything and nothing at the 
same time. It was too much but it wasn’t enough and the bird was still pecking and pecking 
and pecking- 


An ice cold hand wrapped around his arm. 


It was a shock to the system. Something to drag him out of the void and back to the rock he 
was sitting on. The engravings in Tommy’s prosthetic dug into his skin, pinpricks of pain 
radiating up and down his arm in a way that was more comforting than he ever imagined pain 
could be. 


“Does this help, yes or no?” Tommy said, his grip on his arm tightening. 
He nodded, before realizing Tommy wouldn’t be able to see it. 
“Yes,” he forced out. “Please don’t- don’t let go-” 


He reached his other hand out, blindly searching in the dark. When his fingertips brushed 
against fabric, he yanked his hand back on instinct. But Tommy’s other hand quickly found 
his own, and another anchor wrapped around him. 


The buzzing was back, but it was something he needed now. It was a distraction from the 
storm in his head. The bird stopped its pecking and the bones stopped rattling as the buzz 
took over it all. 


Without thinking, he tipped forward, and Tommy grunted at the sudden weight against him. 
He didn’t care. He needed the buzzing to be louder. To silence the thoughts echoing off the 
walls of his skull. 


It wasn’t a hug—it was more desperate than that. More greedy. More selfish. He buried his 
face in what he guessed was the crook of Tommy’s neck, and gasped for air once more. He 
was sure he was squeezing Tommy tight enough to bruise, but Tommy didn’t complain. He 
held him back with just as much force, and as dull pain began to flash up his arms, he 
breathed out a sigh of relief. 


For one precious moment, only three things existed in the world. 


The dry rocks under his legs. The babbling creek beside them. And Tommy’s breaths in his 
ear. 


That was all. There were only three things around to witness him. 
So in that moment, for the first time in years- 
Wilbur cried. 


Ugly sobs forced their way out of his chest, over and over again as he gripped onto Tommy 
like he was going to disappear the moment he pulled away. His head throbbed and his throat 
ached, but he couldn’t stop, even if he wanted to. Failure and fear and anger and frustration 
balled itself up in his chest, crushing the bird as hot tears carved tracks down his cheeks. 


Minutes passed and they felt like hours. Minutes passed and they felt like seconds. 
Eventually, the tears stopped. 

And the Pythia took a full breath once again. 

“Fuck,” he muttered, his voice hoarse as he pulled away from Tommy. 


The arms around him went limp, but Tommy didn’t let go of him entirely. His prosthetic hand 
wrapped around his fingers, and the Pythia gave it a grateful squeeze as he took another 
breath to steady himself. 


“T ’m-” 


“If you say you’re sorry, I’m gonna punch you in the fucking face,” Tommy said before he 
could get the words out. 


The Pythia frowned at where he guessed Tommy’s face was in the dark. “Why?” 
Tommy scoffed. “Because you have no reason to apologize, dumbass.” 
“I just had a complete breakdown-” 


“A panic attack,” Tommy cut him off. “You had a panic attack, Wil. You’re not apologizing 
for that.” 


The Pythia clenched his jaw. “Still, I’m so-” 
Suddenly, there was red hot pain in his eye. 


“What the fuck?!” He yelped, slapping Tommy’s hand away from his face. “You just jammed 
your finger in my eye!” 


“T was trying to smack you but- I’m not used to your eyes being there, man!” Tommy 
exclaimed, shifting as he got to his feet. ““C’mon, get up. I’m already starting to sweat in 
here.” 


The Pythia’s legs trembled under his weight as Tommy pulled him up. Thankfully, Tommy 
seemed to guess this, and let the Pythia lean against him as they both found their footing on 


the smooth rock. 


The bird had gone silent. But so had everything else. The buzzing, his fears, his relief—it was 
all gone. After the outpouring of... whatever that was, it seemed like he was left with nothing 
but a shell. 


As a familiar haze settled over his mind, he dug into his pocket, and pulled the blindfold out 
once again. Tommy waited for him to tie it around his head, and he winced as soon as the 
magic went back into effect. 


“You good to go?” Tommy asked. 


No. The Pythia wasn’t good to go, because the minute they left the cave he was going to have 
to confront what he did. Reality would come crashing down as Clara’s gaze weighed him 
down once again. 


Cool metal was still wrapped around his fingers. Tommy was the only reason he was standing 
right now, but for some reason, that didn’t scare him. Because Tommy wasn’t going to let 
him fall. 


“No. But Pll live,” he said, forcing himself to take a step towards the cave exit. “Let’s just go 
back to my room.” 


In the dark, the Pythia couldn’t see the look of surprise Tommy gave him at that. 


Even so, they gripped each other’s hands as they made their way out of the cave. 
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The Pythia was imprisoning himself at this point. 


After his slip up the day before, the last thing he wanted to do was face the rest of the 
Deathlings. He’d woken up with his heart in his throat, the darkness behind his eyes mocking 
him as his windpipe was slowly crushed with the weight of what he’d done. 


One rule. It was one, simple rule that was more important than all the others. Visions were 
sacred. And yet he blabbered about them to Tommy, Niki, Jack, and Techno just to prove a 
point. 


They knew the truth now. Not just about the vision, but about the fact that Schlatt never 
listened to him. This also meant they knew that even if he were to die and the Pythian cycle 
continued, nothing would change because Schlatt would likely ignore the next one just like 
he ignored him. 


This also meant that the Deathlings had no reason not to kill him. Maybe that should’ve made 
the Pythia afraid. And on one level, it did. His chest would seize and his breath would come 
out in short gasps, until he’d remember Tommy’s fiery anger. He’d remember the way 
Tommy stood in front of him when the others discussed the merits of killing him. He’d 
remember how Niki and Jack jumped to his defense. 


Tommy wouldn’t let them kill him. Hopefully he wouldn’t be overruled. 


There was something heavier weighing on his shoulders than just the fear though. It was far 
more oppressive. A suffocating blanket that he felt was snuffing out any light inside of him. 
He would’ve called it sadness, but it was... more than that. 


The bird in his chest was strangely quiet. 
He should’ve been relieved, but he wasn’t. 


After waking up, the Pythia stared at the ceiling, eyes tracing the swirling paint over and over 
again. He didn’t sit up. He didn’t move to put on his blindfold. He simply... laid there. 


While he wasn’t sure how long he stayed like that, he knew it had to at least have been half 
an hour before Tommy was knocking on the door. 


“Wilbur? You awake yet?” Tommy’s muffled voice carried through the door. 


Rolling onto his side, the Pythia didn’t respond. Unlike before when his lack of response was 
borne out of pettiness, this time, it was simply because he was too tired. 


“T’m gonna come in,” Tommy said after another moment, clearly used to this by now. 


That should’ve been his cue to put on the blindfold. Instead, he squeezed his eyes shut, and 
buried his face in his pillow as he heard the door open behind him. 


“Wil?” Tommy called out, his footsteps moving towards the bed. “Shit, are you sleeping?” 
“No,” he finally answered back, keeping his face covered by the pillow. “I’m awake.” 

A beat passed. 

“Oh.” 


There was the sound of shuffling, and the Pythia pictured Tommy crouching down beside 
him. He could feel the ghost of something warm on his shoulder, and wondered if Tommy’s 
hand was hovering above it, debating whether or not it was okay to touch him. 


After a moment, the Pythia reached out to his left in search of his blindfold. 
“Can you hand me-” 


Before he could even finish his sentence, silky fabric was being placed in the palm of his 
hand. He curled his fingers around it and slowly sat up, keeping his eyes shut and his face 
turned away from Tommy as he tied it around his head. 


Once it was secure, he blinked open his eyes. His temples throbbed. 


“Morning,” he muttered, keeping his eyes on his lap despite the fact that his blindfold was on 
now. 


“Hey,” Tommy said back. “You feeling a bit better after yesterday?” 


The Pythia huffed, shaking his head. “Well, I’m not going to have a full breakdown again if 
that’s what you’re wondering.” 


Another beat passed. 
“Are you okay?” Tommy asked again, his tone more insistent this time. 


“It doesn’t-” The Pythia cut himself off with a shaky breath. He looked up, meeting Tommy’s 
eyes behind his blindfold, and sighed. “Not really.” 


Tommy’s breathing hiccuped for a moment, before he nodded. “That’s okay. Yesterday was 
kind of shit.” 


The Pythia snorted at this. “Yeah, you could say that again.” 


“Then we’re gonna stay here today,” Tommy decided, nodding once. “Let me go get us some 
food though, and Ill be right back.” 


A small, but grateful smile flickered over his face at that. “Thank you.” 
“No problem, big man,” Tommy said, pushing to his feet with a grunt. “I'll be back in a few.” 


The door slammed shut behind Tommy as he left the room, and the Pythia stared at his hands, 
wondering how the day would progress from here. He supposed he didn’t mind the idea of 
staying in his room with Tommy again, exchanging stories about their childhoods and 
cracking jokes until their eyes grew bleary. He was avoiding the issue, he knew that. Sooner 
or later, he was going to have to face his fuck up. But he didn’t want that day to be today. 


Maybe he should’ve used the time while Tommy was gone to get up and wash his face—get 
the crust out of his eyes and hopefully shock the grogginess out of his system. But he 
couldn’t bring himself to push to his feet. He couldn’t even find the energy to pour himself a 
glass of water from the pitcher that sat by his bed. It was like there was a hole inside his mind 
where all his energy was draining out. A constant drip drip drip that had slowly progressed to 
a Steady stream. He was empty. 


He stared at the wall until Tommy got back. 


“Hey, so, uh,” Tommy poked his head through the doorway, uncertainty dancing in his eyes. 
“You can say no, but Niki and Jack asked if they could come eat breakfast in here with us.” 


The Pythia glanced at the door, noticing how Tommy only had the door open wide enough 
for his head to fit through. If he had to guess, Niki and Jack were standing on the other side 
of the door already, probably having followed Tommy from the cafeteria. This meant they 
would hear whatever answer he gave Tommy. 


While a part of the Pythia wanted to seize with fear at the idea of facing Niki and Jack again 
after the mess that was the day before, he just didn’t... have enough energy to be afraid. 


Logically, there was no reason for him to tell Tommy that Niki and Jack could join them. If 
they did, he was going to have to face their worried looks and inevitable questions. 


Why he ran off the day before. What he meant when he said Schlatt never listened to him. 
Why he hadn’t said anything before. 


The Pythia should’ve been doing everything in his power to fight against spilling anything 
more than he already had. But again, he was tired. So, so tired. 


“Okay,” the Pythia said softly, leaning back against the wall. 


Tommy blinked in obvious surprise. “Wait, really?” 


The Pythia gave him a small nod. “Yeah. They can come in.” 

A beat passed, and Tommy narrowed his eyes at him. Then he mouthed an, are you sure? 
Once again, the Pythia nodded. 

“Oh, okay,” Tommy muttered, pushing open the door fully. 


No sooner than Tommy had opened the door did Niki dart past him, balancing one breakfast 
tray in each of her hands. Jack followed, and then Tommy did as well, with the two of them 
both only holding a single tray for themselves. 


“Shit shit gonna drop this-” Niki whispered to herself as she nearly dropped a tray in front of 
the Pythia’s bed. As soon as the tray was out of her hand though, her shoulders slumped in 
relief, and she flashed the Pythia a warm smile. “The tray was a little heavy,” she said in way 
of explanation. 


Yeah, no shit. The Pythia looked down at his breakfast tray, eyes going wide when he 
realized how much food had been piled onto his plate. 


There were bread rolls of course. But there was also some kind of a sweet roll drizzled with 
syrup, a bowl of light broth with vegetables floating around it (the same kind of soup he’d 
dropped onto the floor that one time), and a small, plastic container filled with what looked 
like- 


“Holy shit, is this real?!” He asked, snatching up the fruit cup and staring in awe at the 
orange slices floating in the sugary syrup. 


“Uhhh kind of?” Niki said, sitting down against the wall opposite the bed besides Jack. “It’s 
real, but it’s been canned for a while, so it’s not fresh or anything.” 


Oh. That made more sense. The Pythia had only ever seen fresh fruit inside the palace, and 
this fruit cup looked like it came from a grocery store. Even still, it was real. 


“Where did you even get this?” The Pythia asked, peeling off the plastic on top as carefully 
as he could. “It couldn’t have been cheap.” 


Jack grinned. “Tommy-” 


“I just snatched it from a store a while back,” Tommy snapped, cutting him off. “Forgot I had 
it till today.” 


The Pythia glanced to his right, and saw that after shutting the door to his room, Tommy had 
sat down a few feet away from the edge of his bed. He was pressed against the wall, face 
flushed red as he scowled at Jack. 


Jack blinked, his grin fading as he gave Tommy a confused look. After a beat though, he 
shrugged and looked back at his food. “Well, there you have it. Enjoy it while you can.” 


Using the fork on his tray, the Pythia scooped an orange slice out, watching the sugary syrup 
drip back into the container. Despite his exhaustion, he could still feel the excitement 
flickering to life in his chest, even if it was barely noticeable. 


He took a bite and the bright sweetness of the orange exploded across his tongue. The sugary 
syrup was almost cloying with how overpowering it was, but the orange taste was still there. 
It was there and it was real and it was one of the best things he’d eaten since he left the 
palace. 


As soon as he swallowed the first piece though, he found himself staring at the container, 
thinking of the last time he ate an orange. 


It had been the morning of the ball. After Schlatt had ignored his warning, his breakfast had 
been brought to his room—an omelette (real eggs, not soyeggs) filled with chopped up 
vegetables and melted cheese, some hot tea, and a perfectly round orange settled right on the 
comer of his plate. 


Even in the palace oranges weren’t common. The ball was a cause for celebration, which 
included dishes being served with expensive fruits that were difficult to come by. The Pythia 
remembered how he tried to enjoy it, but couldn’t get past the bitterness lingering in his mind 
knowing what was going to happen at the ball that night. 


The sugar turned rancid on his tongue. The excitement in his chest was snuffed out, and he 
knew he wasn’t going to be able to enjoy the rest of this fruit cup like he should have. 


“I don’t wanna eat this whole thing myself,” he said, setting the fruit cup back on the tray. 
“You guys should have some too.” 


“Tt’s okay,” Niki reassured him. “You can eat it. We don’t mind.” 


“I know that you don’t mind, it’s just-” the Pythia cut himself off. He turned to look at 
Tommy, who was still hunched over his food. “Tommy, c’mere and eat this.” 


Tommy frowned at him. “No. It’s yours, dipshit.” 


“Tt’s not.” 
“Tt is.” 
“Tt’s not.” 
“It is.” 
“Tt’s-” 


“Okay, this is getting annoying.” The fruit cup was snatched out of the Pythia’s hands, and he 
looked up to see Jack taking a slice out of orange out with his fingers to pop it in his mouth. 
Something in his shoulders dropped, and he shut his eyes for a moment to enjoy the taste 
before handing the cup to Niki. 


Niki took out her own slice, having a similarly blissful reaction to Jack as she ate the fruit. 
Then, she walked across the room towards Tommy, and held out the cup to him. 


“Take a slice. That way we all had some.” 
Tommy glanced his way again, looking unsure. The Pythia sighed. 
“Tommy, please. I don’t want it,” 


Although Tommy looked like he didn’t believe him, after another beat, he huffed and took 
the fruit cup out of Niki’s hands. He ate one piece of orange, pausing to savor it, and once he 
was done he looked longingly at the rest of the fruit pieces in the cup before glancing back at 
the Pythia. 


The Pythia gave him a small nod. Tommy would enjoy this far more than he would. 


The last of his self-control broke away, and Tommy tipped the fruit cup back into his mouth. 
Relief washed over the Pythia, and he turned back to the rest of his food, eyeing the other 
new addition to his plate. 


“Where did you guys get this from?” He asked, pointing at the sweet roll. 
At this, Niki perked up. “Oh! I made that!” 
The Pythia blinked. “You bake?” 


Niki nodded, pink strands bouncing around her face. “Yup. Usually I just bake plain bread 
rolls since it’s easy to get the ingredients for those, and harder to get a hold of anything 
fancier. But someone brought back some cinnamon and syrup the other night, so I was able to 
make those.” 


The Pythia considered this for a moment, the gears in his mind whirring far slower than they 
should’ve. After a second too long though, the realization hit him. 


“Wait, you bake the bread rolls?” He asked, holding up one of the plain rolls that he’d grown 
so fond of. 


Giggling, Niki nodded again. “I do! Usually I make one big batch a week, and then Techno 
heats them up in the mornings before serving them to everyone.” 


“Shit. You’re good,” the Pythia said, looking back down at the sweet roll. “I have high 
expectations for this then.” Niki giggled, and the Pythia held the sweet roll up to her in a half- 
toast, before bringing it to his mouth to take a bite out of. 


Sweetness once again crowded his senses, but not in the overbearing, cloying way the orange 
slices had. While it was sugary, there were also spices in it as well that balanced things out. 
While it was a tad overbaked, it wasn’t burnt, and he found the tension in his shoulders 
draining away as he took a second bite. 


“This is so fucking good,” he said in between bites of the sweet roll. 


“T’m glad you like it!” Niki exclaimed, eyes lighting up as she reached for her own food. “I 
thought it might cheer you up after...” she paused, her brows furrowing. “Well, after 
yesterday.” 


And there it was. The Pythia knew it was going to come up, but he’d been so distracted by 
the fruit and the sweet roll that the exhaustion that had been suffocating him ever since he 
woke up had fallen aside just for a few moments. 


It was back though. His tongue felt like it was coated with ash, and he coughed on the sweet 
roll as he forced down the last bite. It landed like a rock in the pit of his stomach. If he 
listened closely, he could almost hear its thud echoing off the walls of his room. 


Silence festered under the colorful ceiling. The Pythia curled further back into the stone, his 
eyes falling to the ground as he waited for another rock to shatter the glass tension. 


“Look, we don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to-” The Pythia winced as invisible 
glass shards clattered to the ground. “But I think Jack and I both just want to understand why 
you ran out so suddenly.” 


From the corner of his eye, the Pythia saw Tommy stiffen. 


“Don’t you think that’s a little rude?” Tommy asked, his eyes narrowing at Niki across the 
room. 


Niki frowned. “No, I don’t think it’s rude at all to ask what about our conversation upset him 
so much. If he doesn’t tell us, we won’t know how to prevent it from happening again.” 


At this, the Pythia mirrored Niki’s frown, and glanced over at Tommy. “You didn’t tell them 
anything?” 


“He didn’t,” Jack answered before Tommy could. “He won’t tell anyone a damn thing about 
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you. 
...oh. 


While the Pythia knew that Tommy promised he wouldn’t tell that name to any of the other 
Deathlings, he’d never been sure just how much else about their interactions he was passing 
along to his friends. Through context clues he’d managed to pick up that Tommy didn’t tell 
them much, but for Jack to say that Tommy didn’t tell them anything? 


Underneath the numb exhaustion that had swallowed him whole, the Pythia could feel a faint 
warmth flicker in his chest at that. 


“It’s not my shit to tell,” Tommy snapped back, startling the Pythia back to the conversation 
at hand. “It’s his own damn business. And I’m just saying, I don’t think you should ask-” 


“Tommy,” the Pythia said, cutting him off. “I appreciate what you’ re trying to do, but I’m 
okay. If I don’t wanna answer something I just won’t.” 


While he wasn’t sure where this sudden burst of certainty came from, the Pythia didn’t have 
the mental energy to push it away either. Yesterday had happened whether he liked it or not. 
The Deathlings were going to want answers. These were facts that weren’t going to change. 


Clara was already disgusted with him, he was sure of it. It wasn’t like things could get much 
worse from there. 


Although Tommy seemed like he wanted to argue, after a beat, he sighed and scooted over 
until his shoulder was pressed against the Pythia’s. He was still sitting on the stone floor 
though, so the Pythia shifted, patting the spot on the mattress beside him for Tommy to sit. 


No words were exchanged as Tommy dragged his breakfast tray over and settled in beside the 
Pythia on his floor mattress. He was there though. A physical pressure against his side. A 
quiet reassurance he hadn’t even realized he needed. 


Tommy went back to eating his food, and the Pythia cleared his throat to try and find his 
words. 


“Yesterday was...” he paused, breathing through a jolt of anxiety that managed to break 
through the numbness. “One of the strictest rules in Pythian tradition is that the relationship 
between the Emperor and the Pythia is sacred. What a Pythia tells the Emperor is meant to 
stay between the two of them and Clara alone. Of course, the Emperor has the option to bring 
more people into the fold if they wish to tell their advisors what vision the Pythia had, but 
only the Emperor has that option. The Pythia can only discuss their visions with the 
Emperor.” 


Niki blinked, understanding dawning on her face. “So when you told us that you had a vision 
of the ball-” 


“T broke the tenet,” the Pythia confessed, his voice low. “I broke one of Clara’s most sacred 
rules, and when I realized that I just-” his breathing hitched. “I panicked.” 


“You don’t have to talk about it more,” Tommy said, flashing Niki and Jack a pointed look. 
“No sense in getting Clara even more pissed at you, y know?” 


The Pythia let out a bitter huff. “It’s too late. The damage is done. I’ve betrayed Clara, and 
now I have to live with it.” He stared at the vegetables floating around in the soup that sat in 
front of him, and sighed. “There’s no fucking point in it anymore, y’ know? I’m sure you all 
have questions so just lay them on me. I’ll answer what I can.” 


Niki and Jack shared a look, conflict mirrored across their eyes. A beat of silence passed. 
Then, Niki squared her jaw, and faced him again. 


“T guess we just want to understand what it was like for you in there,” Niki said, stretching 
out her fingers before folding them again. “Especially since you said Schlatt didn’t listen to 
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you. 
The Pythia clenched his jaw. 


“Well... that’s true. He didn’t listen to me unless it was what he wanted to do. His arrogance 
made him think that he was wiser than a literal goddess.” He shook his head, an old, familiar 
anger rising up his throat. “I’m supposed to be an advisor. To communicate Clara’s Will to 
him so he can set the country on the right path. But that wasn’t the case at all.” 


The Pythia sucked in a sharp breath, his throat starting to burn as the anger got stronger. 


“Do you know how maddening it is to know the future while being powerless to change it?” 
He asked, his voice cracking. “The former Emperor listened to me. He wasn’t a kind or just 
leader, but he respected Clara and by extension he respected me, so he actually considered 
my advice instead of just brushing it off. But that wasn’t the case with Schlatt. He didn’t see 
me as a vessel for Clara, or even as an advisor.” He took another breath. “I was just- just a 
thing he could dress up in fancy clothes and show off to all his powerful friends. A bragging 
point instead of the voice of a goddess trying to help him run his country.” 


Tommy nudged his shoulder with his own, and the Pythia let out a slow breath to try and 
suppress the flames inside of him. 


“That’s... really shitty,” Jack muttered, his eyes wide. 


The Pythia scoffed. “That’s one way to describe it. It was hell knowing that even though I 
was exactly where I was supposed to be, I still couldn’t fulfill my purpose.” He paused again. 
“I’m a vessel for the divine. The reason I exist is to serve Her. So when I couldn’t do that I 
just... I didn’t know what I was there for.” 


A moment ticked by in silence. Then another. 


Niki moved the tray away from her, pushing to her feet to walk across the room towards him 
and Tommy. 


“You said that when we had that argument in the cafeteria,” Niki said softly, crouching down 
in front of him. “That your purpose is to serve her, and if you can’t do that it doesn’t make 
sense why you’re still breathing.” 


The Pythia nodded. “It’s the truth.” 


At this, Niki flinched, like his words physically hurt her to hear. “Don’t say that,” she told 
him, shaking her head. 


“I know how it sounds, but it’s just the way things are,” the Pythia argued, his brows 
furrowing behind the blindfold. 


“Tt’s not though,” Niki protested. Suddenly, cool metal was brushing over his fingers, and he 
looked down to see Niki wrapping his hand in both of hers. “I’m sorry Schlatt never listened 
to you, but I’m also sorry you were told that you only exist to be the Pythia. Because you’re 

more than that.” 


Phil’s words once again echoed in his mind. 
”You don t need a reason to exist.” 


Something heavy lodged itself in his throat as he struggled to think of what he could tell her. 
How he could make her understand that it wasn’t as cruel as she thought it was. That even if 
it was wrong to tell a normal person that they needed a reason to exist, it was different for 
him. 


Others couldn’t understand. He wasn’t like them. There was nothing inside of him that 
needed protecting. He was hollow. An empty vessel made to be possessed by Clara. 


The bird in his chest let out a low, mournful croon, and he knew exactly what it was trying to 
tell him. That he wasn’t completely hollow, because it was there. 


It’s not like he wanted the bird there though. It would be so much easier if it just went away. 


Before the bird could make another strange sound to argue with him, the Pythia was jolted 
back to reality by Tommy stiffening at his side. 


“Don’t overwhelm the poor guy,” Tommy grumbled, reaching out to push her hands off of 
his. 


Niki let go immediately, and while the Pythia hadn’t minded her touch, the exhaustion 
combined with the conflict in his mind was making everything buzz far too much for him to 
focus enough to tell Tommy that. 


“Sorry, I just-” Niki blinked as she pushed to her feet again. ““You’re not just a vessel to us. I 
hope you know that.” 


The Pythia still couldn’t find the words to respond as Niki sat back down next to Jack. His 
gaze dropped to his hands, and he stared at the faint indents in his skin from the carvings in 
Niki’s prosthetics. 


Another beat passed. The silence was getting uncomfortable. 


“So Jack,” Tommy suddenly said, his voice far too loud for how quiet the previous moment 
had been. “You still planning on that supply run in a few days?” 


Jack straightened up, startled by the jarring change of subject. “Uh, yeah, I am. Not sure 
who’s gonna be my partner though. Aimsey’s having some issues with their leg, so I'll just 
wait to see who Techno and Phil recommend.” 


“I might be able to convince Techno to go with you,” Tommy said, leaning even more into 
the Pythia’s side. “He used to take me on supply runs when I was younger. You won’t have to 
worry about cops at all with him around.” 


Jack snorted. “Yeah, because he’ll beat their asses before they even see him coming.” 


Tommy and Jack’s voices faded to a distant buzzing as the Pythia continued to stare at his 
hands. He turned over Niki’s words in his mind, echoing right alongside Phil’s. 


Phil told him he didn’t need a reason to exist. Niki told him she was sorry he was ever told 
that in the first place. 


The Pythia looked up from his hands, and found Niki staring at him from across the room. 
When she noticed she’d caught his eye, she gave him a small smile, but the Pythia could tell 
it wasn’t genuine. 


Niki was sad. And it was because of him. 
ood 


Niki and Jack didn’t stay for long after that. Once the conversation about the supply run had 
died out, Niki mentioned that she and Jack both had other things they needed to be doing, so 
they took the breakfast trays and left the room. 


The next few hours passed by in a haze. Numbness had washed over the Pythia once again as 
soon as it was just him and Tommy, and while Tommy tried to fill the silence with his 
rambling, he could only keep a one-sided conversation going for so long. 


The Pythia couldn’t stop thinking about what Niki had said. He couldn’t ignore the lump that 
had made itself a home in his throat. He couldn’t drown out the bird that was still screaming 
in his chest. 


When the exhaustion returned, it suffocated him again. The sweetness from his breakfast had 
left a sour taste in his mouth, and he wanted nothing more than to rewind the past hour so he 
could tell Tommy he didn’t want to see Niki and Jack that morning. 


But that wouldn’t fix anything. His exhaustion had been overwhelming from the moment he 
opened his eyes. 


Did Clara still care about him? Should She still care about him? 


...did he want Her to care about him? 


The Pythia wasn’t sure where that last question had come from, but it floated in his mind all 
the same. If he was less numb, the implications of him even thinking that would’ve made him 
panic. 


But he was numb. He was numb and he was tired, so he considered the question from a 
distant place in his mind. 


What had Her care ever done for him? He was chosen by Her, but Schlatt never listened to 
him. Schlatt was never going to listen to him. Now he was in a Death Temple, and nothing 
changed. Clara had possibly abandoned him, and now he’d gone and broken one of her most 
important rules. Did it even matter if She hated him for that? It’s not like it would change 
anything about his current situation. 


Finally, after an entire day floating in his own head, something broke through the numbness 
that had swallowed him. 


Fear stabbed through his chest like an icicle. He gasped, jolting forward and wrapping his 
arms around his knees as he tried to shake the sacrilegious thoughts out of his mind. 


Of course it mattered if Clara hated him. She chose him for a reason. He was Hers, and She 
wouldn’t abandon him that easily. How selfish could he be to even think that about Her? 


” Being selfish isn t always bad,” Phil had told him. 


So lost in thought, the Pythia didn’t even notice Tommy trying to get his attention until there 
was a sharp sting on his arm. 


“Wilbur!” 
“What the fuck!” He asked, snapping his head to face him. “Why’d you hit me?” 


“T’ve been talking to you and you haven’t been saying a damn thing,” Tommy complained, 
frowning at him. “Were you listening to me?” 


“No,” the Pythia answered honestly. “I’ve got some other stuff on my mind.” 
Tommy blinked. “Like...?” 


The Pythia clenched his jaw. The last thing he wanted to do was tell Tommy about the 
question that was still echoing in his ears. 


“Can we go to Quackity’s bar again?” He found himself asking instead. 
“Wait, seriously?” Tommy asked, his eyes widening. “You wanna go up there?” 


While the Pythia hadn’t thought of it until now, he had to admit, alcohol seemed like a great 
way to drown out the voices in his head asking questions he shouldn’t be giving a second 
thought. 


“Yeah. I think I need a drink,” he said, the stone wall cool against his back. “So can we go?” 


Tommy furrowed his brows. “I’d have to shoot him a message and ask if he can clear the VIP 
lounge tonight. It’s a little last minute, so I don’t know if he’d be able to.” 


The Pythia found himself wilting. “Oh. Never mind then.” 


“No, P1 still ask!” Tommy quickly said, already pushing to his feet. “I gotta go to my room 
to grab my phone, but I’ll be back in just a minute, okay?” 


Although the Pythia wanted to insist it was fine, the more he thought about it, the more he 
desperately wanted to go. This room was driving him crazy, but so was the temple as a 
whole. Everywhere he went, the Deathlings eyes would be on him. Kristin s eyes would be 
on him. But in Quackity’s bar, the only people watching him would be Tommy, Quackity, and 
probably Charlie. He could handle those three. 


Sighing, the Pythia gave Tommy a nod, and he grinned as he swung open the door between 
their rooms and disappeared behind it. The Pythia waited for a few minutes, wringing his 
hands in his lap and once again failing to ignore the lump in his throat. 


Seconds ticked on. Minutes soon followed. 
Then, 


“Get some decent fucking clothes on!” Tommy shouted through the door. “Q said we’re good 
to stop by!” 


Oh thank fuck. 


A few minutes later, the Pythia found himself being dragged back up the stairs towards 
Quackity’s bar. Thankfully, they hadn’t run into anyone when they were walking through the 
main part of the temple, although the Pythia had to wonder if Tommy had gotten permission 
from Phil and Techno for this ‘excursion’. 


Tommy didn’t seem particularly worried about this though. He hurried up the steps, one hand 
wrapped around the Pythia’s, the other lightly hitting the wall like he had too much energy 
flowing through his arm. 


He was excited. That much was obvious. In a way, the Pythia was excited too. Not in the 
bouncy, energetic way though. No, he was just excited to wash down the anxiety balled up in 
his throat with some overpriced, sparkly liquor. 


The floating robot bug was racing up the steps to keep pace with Tommy, making the purple 
light it emanated flicker along the walls like something was breathing in the darkness. The 
Pythia tried to ignore it, but it made the hair on the back of his neck stand up straight, like he 
was still being watched despite no longer being in the temple. 


Maybe that was the problem. Maybe since he was leaving the temple, his body knew that 
Clara would have an unobstructed view of him again. She’d hear the traitorous thoughts 
whispering in his mind and know that he was drifting from Her influence. And then- 


...what? What would happen then? What was he so afraid of? 


The numbness and his anxiety were at war with one another. One side of him was too tired to 
care what the consequences of the last few days were going to be. The other side of him was 
petrified, because there had to be something that would happen. And he had no idea what that 
something was. 


But then again, he’d been in the temple for more than a month now, and Clara still hadn’t 
done anything. Not to help him escape. Not to guide him save for that first vision he received. 
So would She actually do anything to punish him? He had no idea. 


They reached the top of the stairs. 
Seemed like he was going to find out. 


Tommy pocketed the flying bug, plunging them into complete darkness. Without thinking, 
the Pythia tightened his grip on Tommy’s hand, and Tommy squeezed his fingers in 
reassurance. 


He lifted his other hand to knock on the door. Four times exactly. 
And sure enough- 
“Hello Tommy from Downstairs and Tommy from Downstairs’ friend!” 


“Hey Charlie,” Tommy said, already stepping past him to drag the Pythia into the broom 
closet. “How’s it been lately?” 


“Oh, you know, goopin’ and gunking all over the place,” Charlie said, grinning widely at the 
two of them. “You got any teeth you wanna give me today?” 


Tommy and the Pythia both froze at that, sharing a confused look before turning back to 
Charlie. 


“Um, what?” The Pythia asked. 


“Well, you clearly didn’t come with any bones,” Charlie pointed out. “You gonna give your 
old pal Charlie some teeth?” 


Tommy blinked. “No, we’re not giving you our teeth.” 
Charlie stared at them for a moment, one of his eyebrows twitching. 
Then, he tipped his head back, and let out a barking laugh. 


“I got you two so good!” He chuckled, grabbing his stomach in the way a cartoon character 
laughed. 


The problem was that something about Charlie’s laugh seemed strangely... rehearsed. It was 
almost eerie to watch. 


The Pythia would rather he just kept asking for their teeth. 
“Can we go to the bar now?” Tommy asked, already making his way towards the other door. 


“Sure! If you lose a tooth though, you know where to find me!” Charlie quipped, holding the 
door open for both of them. 


The Pythia gave Charlie a small nod. “Uh, we’ll keep that in mind.” 
With that, Tommy dragged him into the bar and away from Charlie as fast as possible. 


The lounge didn’t seem any different from the last time the Pythia had been there. It was 
almost completely empty, once again save for the teenage bouncer playing video games, 
Charlie who was hurrying out to the main part of the bar, and Quackity acting as the 
bartender yet again. Everything was lit up in shades of gold and orange, and the Pythia’s head 
was already starting to swim despite the fact that he hadn’t had anything to drink yet. 


“Tommy my man!” Quackity greeted, leaning across the bar to give Tommy a half-hug. “It’s 
good to see you again.” 


“Good to see you too, Big Q. Thanks for clearing the place out on such short notice,” Tommy 
said, hopping up on a barstool. 


Quackity shrugged, eyes flickering over to the Pythia as he settled himself in the barstool 
next to Tommy. “We literally just opened for the night, Tommy. We didn’t have anyone in 
here when you texted me because the VIPs don’t usually come here till way later.” 


“Oh. Well then I take back my thanks,” Tommy said, leaning over to get a better look at the 
menu. 


“Wh- hey! I still think I deserve some thanks!” Quackity protested, although it was easy to 
tell he wasn’t actually upset. “After all, I am letting a terrorist and the most wanted person in 
the country hang out in my bar right now.” 


The Pythia stiffened when he felt Quackity’s gaze fall on him again. He glanced up from the 
menu, their eyes locking despite the blindfold covering his face. 


There was something... knowing, on Quackity’s face. A glint in his eyes that made the Pythia 
frown, until he remembered what had happened the last time they’d come to this bar. 


Quackity was the reason Tommy had found out his former name. The two of them had been 
looking at the device that pulled up his file together, meaning that when Tommy found out 
that name- 


Oh. 
Quackity knew that name too. 


It was one thing for Tommy to know that name. He and Tommy were close in a way, as 
strange as that was. And he’d already promised not to tell anyone else about that name. But 


Quackity hadn’t made those same promises. 
“SO 


“If you call me anything but the Pythia, I will throw my drink in your face,” the Pythia said 
before Quackity could get a second word out. 


A pause. 
Then, Quackity grinned. 


“That’s the second time you’ve threatened me with that,” Quackity pointed out, setting the 
menu down on the bar between him and Tommy. “Now hurry up and order. I don’t have all 
day.” 


Although the Pythia wasn’t sure if Quackity was going to listen to the threat or not, he 
decided not to push it and let his eyes flicker down to the menu once more. His eyes 
skimmed over the familiar cocktail names, before landing on the drink he’d gotten the last 
time he was here. 


“PII have another Pythia s Prophecy,” he said, pushing the menu back towards Quackity. 
Beside him, Tommy snorted. “Boring! Big Q, make me something that’ll get me fucked up.” 


Quackity shook his head. “And have Techno come take out my other eye when you break 
your neck falling down those steps to the temple? No thanks.” 


Tommy pouted, but Quackity ignored him as he began to mix the drinks. Once again, the 
Pythia was impressed with how smooth all of Quackity’s movements were. One step up the 
bar to get the pink liquor off the wall, a swoop to grab a shaker and some ice. This time 
around, while the Pythia’s drink was just as pink and shimmery as it had been the first time 
he tried it, Tommy’s drink was something completely different. It was electric blue with gold 
glitter swirling around it, and the Pythia had a feeling the burn in your throat when you drank 
it would more likely be because of the sugar and not the liquor inside. 


The Pythia took a long sip of his drink at the same time as Tommy, and Quackity turned back 
around from where he’d been rinsing out his shaker. Immediately, Tommy beamed. 


“This is so fucking good, Q. You gotta be the best bartender in the city,’ Tommy said, leaning 
against the bar and taking another sip. 


Quackity snorted. “Thanks, but you’ve never had any drinks I didn’t make.” 
“Are you saying I don’t have good taste?” Tommy asked. 
“You once asked me if I could mix beer and wine for you.” 


“I was curious!” Tommy defended himself. “Has anyone tried that? I bet it’s fucking fantastic 
but you wouldn’t know because you’re too much of a pussy to try it.” 


“Tommy, I don’t think you’re the first person to ever come up with the idea of mixing two of 
the most popular types of alcohol in the world,” Quackity pointed out, wiping down the bar 
with a rag. 


“Really? Have you thought of it?” Tommy challenged, raising an eyebrow at Quackity. 


Quackity gave him a flat stare for a moment, before running some water over the rag to ring 
it out. “So when are you gonna go on another supply run? I could really do with some extra 
merchandise, and you always get the best stuff.” 


Tommy stiffened, his smile fading as his brows furrowed instead. 


“Well, uh, you know I can’t really leave the temple at the moment,” Tommy told him, 
wrapping his fingers around his drink. 


“Why not? I haven’t heard anything about there being any heat on you for the heist,” 
Quackity pointed out. 


Tommy stared at Quackity for a moment, before his eyes flickered to the Pythia. “I got shit to 
keep an eye on here.” 


Oh. Yeah, Tommy was still on guard duty for him. 


Quackity seemed to remember this at the same time the Pythia did. “What, you can’t let 
someone else keep an eye on him for a day or two?” 


“That’s not-“ Tommy cut himself off, shaking his head before taking another sip of his drink. 
“T’d just rather not take any risks, y’ know?” 


“Excuse me, who are you and where the fuck did you put the real Tommy?” Quackity asked, 
reaching out to flick his forehead. 


“Hey! What the fuck?!” Tommy exclaimed, slapping Quackity’s hand away. 


“You just said you don’t wanna take the risk. You. Not wanting to take a risk. Don’t you see 
what’s wrong there?” 


Tommy rolled his eyes. “Get off my ass, man!” 


Quackity sighed. “Tommy, c’mon and level with me for a minute. You’re the best damn 
runner in that temple. Jack knows what to do, but he’s not as quick as you are. You know all 
the easiest places to grab from, and you always get the best stuff.” 


“Finally recognizing my genius, eh?” Quackity flashed him another flat stare, and Tommy 
sighed. “Look, I get it, but I don’t think Phil and Techno would go for it.” 


“Let me talk to Phil,” Quackity said, folding his arms over his chest. “I’m sure he can let you 
out for one day.” 


And despite his frown, there was a glint in Tommy’s eyes that hadn’t been there a few 
moments before. Something excited. Like this was a debate he’d been having with himself 
for a while now, and was relieved that someone else was stepping in to make a decision for 
him. 


“Fine,” Tommy huffed after a moment, taking another long swig of his drink. “You can ask 
Phil, but I’m sure he’s gonna say no.” 


“Let me worry about that,” Quackity shot back, grinning at Tommy again. “You just focus on 
planning your route.” 


Tommy rolled his eyes again as he ran his fingers along the edge of his glass. It was obvious 
he was trying to make himself seem less enthused about this than he was. His gaze kept 
flickering to the Pythia, his shoulders hunching to his ears, before his eyes would then drop 
back to his drink. 


For a moment, the Pythia wasn’t sure he understood what just happened. If Tommy had gone 
on supply runs before, and a search warrant hadn’t been put out for him after the ball, then 
why would he be so reluctant to- 


His drink must’ve been stronger than it was the last time he was there, because it took him far 
too long to realize why Tommy seemed so conflicted about what Quackity was saying. 


It was because he’d have to leave the temple, while the Pythia stayed there. Alone. 


Well, the Pythia wouldn’t actually be alone. The rest of the Deathlings would be there, and 
someone else would be put on guard duty to keep an eye on him throughout the day. But he 
wouldn’t have Tommy. For the first time since he was dragged into the temple, Tommy 
wouldn’t be by his side. 


Inside his chest, the bird began to peck at his ribs, and he grit his teeth to ignore the way it 
reverberated through his entire body. 


This was stupid. It wasn’t like the Deathlings would put a knife to his throat the second 
Tommy was out of earshot. Even if he had the loudest voice about it, Tommy wasn’t the 
reason he was still breathing. It was Phil and Techno. They were the leaders, and they refused 
to kill him. He would be fine without Tommy there for a day. 


Judging by the way the anxiety in his throat was choking him even more than before, it 
seemed that the Pythia’s body didn’t agree with his mind. 


Besides, what if something happened to Tommy? Although the Pythia wasn’t sure what a 
supply run entailed, Quackity had mentioned running and planning out a route, and Jack had 
said Aimsey couldn’t go with him because of their leg which implied a need for speed. 


From the corner of his eye, the Pythia stared at the dark tattoos littering Tommy’s arms. 
Maybe to some, the evidence that he’d come back from near death situations so many times 
would’ve been reassuring. But to the Pythia, it was only a reminder that one slip up was all it 
would take. Just like that, Tommy could be dead. 


That almost scared him more than thinking about his own death. Which was strange, because 
he couldn’t remember a time he’d ever been close enough to someone else to fear the idea of 
them dying. 


“Hey man, you good?” 
The Pythia glanced up, realizing that Quackity was giving him a concerned look. 


“I’m fine,” he said, avoiding Quackity’s eyes as he chugged half of his drink in one go. He 
coughed a bit at the faint burn in his throat. “Gonna need another one of these in a minute.” 


Suddenly, there was a cold finger poking his arm. 
“What is it, Tommy?” The Pythia asked, his voice coming out harsher than he meant it to. 
Tommy narrowed his eyes at him. “Isn’t it bad to drink that fast?” 


The Pythia huffed. “Only if you don’t want to get drunk. But lucky for me, I would love to 
not be sober right now. So-” he held his glass up in a mock toast. “Bombs away.” 


He downed the rest of the drink, the buzz in his head still quiet, but more pronounced than it 
was before. The floral aftertaste sat heavily on his tongue, and he heaved out a sigh as he 
leaned his arms against the bar, his anxiety buzzing just as much as the liquor. 


Before the Pythia could even open his mouth to ask, Quackity was sliding another cocktail 
towards him. 


“That was fast,” the Pythia commented, taking a sip of his new drink. 


Quackity smirked. “That’s what they tip me for.” He paused then, his smirk growing sharp. 
“Well, that, and my charm and good looks.” 


The Pythia snorted. “And your humility too I’m sure.” 


“T’m a jack of all trades,” Quackity shot back, resting his elbows on the bar in front of him. 
“What about you though, Pythia? I’m sure you were popular back at the palace.” 


The half-smile that had slipped onto the Pythia’s face disappeared almost as soon as it 
appeared. “What?” 


“Aw c’mon, don’t pull the humble bullshit with me. I’m sure you had your fair share of 
admirers.” 


“I mean, speaking to the Pythia is the closest one can get to speaking directly to Clara 
Herself. So yes, a lot of people wished to speak with me because of that,” the Pythia 
explained, frowning now. “I don’t understand what you’re trying to do here.” 


Quackity chuckled. “Call it curiosity. The palace is shrouded in all that glittery bullshit, so 
I’m just wondering what it was like for you.” 


The Pythia took another long sip of his drink, the liquor warming his blood. “I already told 
you a bit about Schlatt being a prick.” 


“You did, which was fucking fantastic by the way,” Quackity said, nodding at him. “But 
that’s not what I’m referring to.” 


“Then spell it out for me,” the Pythia snapped, losing his patience with this bullshit. 


“What did you do all day?” Quackity asked with a shrug. “I doubt you just sat and prayed to 
Clara twenty-four seven. You had to have something like, I dunno, friends? Maybe a hobby?” 


Oh. 


The Pythia’s frown faded as he slumped further against the bar. “I had attendants and guards I 
was friendly with, I suppose.” 


From behind him, Tommy asked, “But no friends?” 


Oh shit. Yeah, the Pythia had almost forgotten Tommy was right there with how quiet he’d 
been. 


“Friends are... a bit tricky for a Pythia,” he admitted, watching the glitter swirl around his 
drink. “It’s not exactly easy to be friends with someone who’s a vessel for the divine.” 


Tommy shrugged. “But I’m your friend.” 


He said it so casually. Like there wasn’t a single question about it. Tommy considered 
himself his friend. Despite everything that had happened between them. 


The Pythia thought back to the day before, when he’d broken down in the darkness while 
clutching Tommy’s shirt. He thought back to Tommy saying he liked the person he was now. 
He thought back to Tommy defending him from the others, metal digging into his palm from 
how tightly Tommy was gripping his fingers. 


“Are we friends?” He asked in a voice far quieter than he meant it to be. 


“I mean, I figured we were,” Tommy shrugged, taking a sip of his own drink (which was 
starting to get watered down from the ice inside melting). “That okay with you?” 


Was that okay with him? 


Tommy kidnapped him. He tried to kill Tommy in return. But at this point, it was impossible 
for the Pythia to deny the fact that he cared about the kid. And for some inexplicable reason, 
Tommy seemed to care about him too. 


“Yeah, that’s okay,” he said, nodding once. It was then he remembered Quackity’s original 
question, and turned back to him. “But, uh, yeah, I didn’t really have friends back in the 
palace. There were people who wanted to win my favor, so they’d try to give me gifts or 
flatter me so I could tell Clara to bless them or whatever the fuck they wanted. But I usually 
avoided those kinds of people if I could.” 


Quackity snorted. “I doubt they were just trying to get Clara’s blessing out of you, but yeah, I 
can see how that would be annoying.” Confusion must’ve flashed across the Pythia’s face 
again, because Quackity quickly continued with, “You’re easy on the eyes, man. I’m sure a 
fair share of those admirers were there for you more than Clara.” 


Oh. Suddenly, Quackity’s earlier comments made a lot more sense. 


“There were definitely a few people like that too,” the Pythia huffed, taking another sip. 
“Though I think it was still more about the fact that I’m the Pythia rather than them actually 
being attracted to me.” 


“Oh don’t bullshit me. It wasn’t just about Clara,” Quackity pushed, his dark eyes skimming 
his face. 


If the alcohol warming his blood hadn’t already made him flushed, he was sure heat would be 
rising to his cheeks right now. 


“Quackity, are you flirting with me?” The Pythia asked, something teasing lilting his voice. 
Quackity’s smirk returned. “Well, what’s a Pythia to a non-believer?” 


A beat of silence passed as the Pythia’s own smile grew. But before either one could say 
anything, they were interrupted by a gagging noise behind them. 


Looking over his shoulder, the Pythia saw Tommy making a disgusted face at the two of 
them. “If you two are gonna make out please do it where I can’t see it.” 


More blood rushed to the Pythia’s face. “Wh- No! We’re not going to make out!” 


“Yeah, you don’t need to worry about that, Tommy. In case you forgot, this is my job, so I 
can’t exactly take a lunch break with Clara’s Favorite over here.” 


“Rain check for another day then,” the Pythia joked, the edges of his vision starting to blur. 


At this, Tommy gagged again, and the Pythia tilted his head back as laughter rang through his 
chest. 


The next hour was a blur of talking, laughing, and drinking. Although after the Pythia 
finished his second drink, Tommy decided to cut him off on the grounds that he wasn’t going 
to carry the Pythia back down the stairs into the temple. Quackity brought out a bowl of chips 
for them to snack on, and although he was only tipsy, it didn’t take long for him to start 
sobering up all the same. 


The ball of anxiety began to diminish, letting him breathe again as his worries fell to the back 
of his mind. His cheeks were flushed and his skin was buzzing, the floral taste of his drink 
lingering in the back of his throat alongside the salt from the potato chips. 


When Tommy decided it was time for them to go, the Pythia didn’t argue. He was warm and 
his head had finally gone quiet. While his fear was still there, it had retreated to the back of 
his mind for the time being, giving him the illusion of peace. 


“Later guys!” Quackity called out as Tommy dragged him towards the door. 

“Bye Big Q!” Tommy yelled back. 

With that, they followed Charlie through the door into the broom closet space yet again. 
“So are you guys going to-” 


“We’re not bringing you bones,” Tommy said, cutting Charlie off before he could even finish 
his sentence. 


Charlie’s face fell. “You’re so selfish with your bones, man.” 
“We kind of need them,” Tommy shot back. 
“All two hundred and six of them?” Charlie pushed, raising a doubtful eyebrow at him. 


Tommy opened his mouth to reply, but paused, his eyes widening as his mouth snapped shut. 
He glanced between the door to the temple and the door that led back to the bar, something 
conflicted flashing over his face before his gaze fell back on the Pythia. 


“Shit. I need to ask Quackity something about what he’s gonna tell Phil,” Tommy muttered, 
clenching his jaw. “Give me a second. I’Il be right back.” Then before Charlie or the Pythia 
could say anything, Tommy was turning on his heel and running back into the bar. 


The Pythia side-eyed Charlie, wondering if he was about to be accosted for his teeth or bones 
yet again. 


A beat passed in silence. Then another. Charlie seemed to be debating something in his head. 


“Y’ know, I call you Tommy from Downstairs’ friend because I don’t know your name, but 
do you want me to call you something else?” 


Oh. That’s not what the Pythia had been expecting. 


For a moment, he debated what to say. While he could just have Charlie call him the Pythia, 
he wasn’t sure if it was wise for Charlie to say that considering how loud he could be at 
times. But it wasn’t like he had a name to give him either. 


Except- 


No. That wasn’t his name anymore, and even if it was, he wasn’t going to give it to Charlie 
of all people. 


“No. You can keep calling me Tommy’s friend,” he said instead, and found himself 
surprisingly content with the choice. 


Charlie grinned. “Sounds good to me, Tommy from Downstairs’ friend! Now, show me 
those-” 


Before Charlie could demand to see his teeth, the door to the bar slammed open, making the 
Pythia bump his back against the opposite wall. 


“Charlie, there you are!” 


The Pythia recognized the teenage security guard from the last time he’d been to the bar, and 
vaguely remembered Quackity calling him something like ‘Purple’, but not quite that. 


Whatever his name was, ‘Purple’ seemed far less relaxed than he’d been before. His eyes 
were wide, and his prosthetic arm was glowing unnaturally bright as he reached for Charlie’s 
arm. “You gotta get out here with me, two Zon streamers that have beef or some shit are 
having a fight and one of them is livestreaming it-” 


“Oh! Can we use that for marketing?” Charlie asked, already heading towards the bar door. 


“Wh- No! I need you to help me break it up!” ‘Purple’ shot back, dragging Charlie out into 
the VIP bar without a second glance his way. 


“Wait, I think I need to stay-” 
“Hurry up before the cops get called!” 


Then, before Charlie could protest again, the door to the bar was slamming shut, leaving the 
Pythia alone in the broom closet. 


For a moment, the Pythia could only stand there, unsure of what to do now. His eyes 
flickered around the broom closet, wondering if he should try to find Tommy or go back into 
the temple himself- 


Oh. 
Oh. 


The Pythia’s eyes fell on the third door in the broom closet. The one that Tommy had brought 
him through the night of the ball. 


The door that led to the outside. 
It was only a few feet away from him. Unguarded, unlocked, and right there. 


All it would take was a few steps. One foot in front of the other, grab the handle and turn it to 
go out into the alley. From there, he could run out into the street and see if he could wave a 
cop down and tell them to contact the palace. If he couldn’t find one, it still wouldn’t be hard 
to disappear in the foot traffic, so by the time Tommy came back he would be long gone. 


This was it. This was his chance to escape. 


If he left now, he’d be able to fulfill his purpose again. He would be back in the palace, 
serving Her and conveying Her Will to Schlatt. Even if he never listened to the visions, at 
least the Pythia would be where he was supposed to be. His breaths wouldn’t be wasted. 


He stared at the door that was so close, yet felt so far at the same time. He willed his feet to 
move. To take one step towards the freedom he’d been begging for this entire time. 


Laughter rang in his ears. Phantom fingers squeezed his own. He thought about what he’d 
just told Charlie. That he was fine being called Tommy’s friend. 


Two different voices echoed in his mind. 


”Look, Pythia, I don t tell you how to do your job and you dont tell me how to do mine. ” 
Schlatt. 


”You had a panic attack, Wil. You’re not apologizing for that.” Tommy. 

He imagined what it would be like if he ended up back at the palace. His prophecies falling 
on deaf ears. Dealing with Schlatt’s arrogance. Wandering through the halls with an uncaring 
guard who never bickered with him over pointless things. 

He couldn’t move. Despite telling his mind to take a step forward, invisible vines had 
sprouted from the ground and kept him rooted in place. So he stayed. He stayed and stared at 
the door wondering why nausea was clawing at his throat. 

The seconds ticked by like hours. The minutes felt like eons. His legs refused to move. 
Suddenly, the door to the bar opened once more. 

“Sorry about that, just had to ask Big Q-” 


Tommy cut himself off the second his eyes fell on him. 


“Wh- Where the fuck is Charlie?!” He demanded, panic edging his words as his gaze darted 
between him and the door. 


He clenched his jaw. “The security guard said he needed help breaking up a fight, so he 
grabbed him and left.” 


“How long ago was that?” Tommy pushed, blinking fast like he wasn’t sure where he wanted 
to look. 


“A few minutes ago, maybe?” He answered, his mouth feeling dry. 


“What the fuck, Charlie?” Tommy muttered, shaking his head. Then, he fell silent for a 
moment, eyes flitting between the three doors, before finally settling back on him. 


Tommy’s stare was a physical weight on his shoulders. His stomach twisted in on itself. 
“You didn’t run.” It wasn’t a question. 


The anxiety that had faded away was back in full force. His mind was spinning as he tried to 
come up with something- anything that could explain why he didn’t take the golden 
opportunity sitting right in front of him. Why he couldn’t force his legs to move. Why being 


confronted with the reality of leaving filled him with dread when it should’ve made him sob 
in relief. 


“T- I didn’t get a vision about this,” he stammered, a half-assed explanation ricocheting off 
the walls of his skull. “If Clara had wanted me to escape this way She would’ve given me a 
vision and told me to take this opportunity. So because She didn’t show me anything I didn’t 
think this was the right time.” 


The seconds ticked by. Tommy’s stare never wavered. 


“Bullshit,” he said, taking a step forward. “I know you’re not stupid. Charlie was busy, I was 
talking to Q, if you’d made a run for it by the time I came back in here you would’ve been 
long gone.” 


His ears started to ring as the bird shrieked in his ears. 
“Why didn’t you run, Wilbur?” Tommy then asked. 


Clenching his jaw, he squeezed his eyes shut and dug his nails into his palm. The pinch 
against his skin was subtle because his nails were short, but he tried to focus on it. Tried to 
focus on anything except the weight of Tommy’s eyes on him. 


The hair on the back of his neck rose. Although he couldn’t feel it, he tried to ignore the 
weight of Her gaze as well. 


“I don’t know,” he forced out around the rock in his throat. 
Another beat. 

And another. 

On and on and on until- 

“Okay.” 


A metal hand grabbed his own, prying his fingernails away from his palm and leaving indents 
behind. Tommy squeezed his fingers and tugged him towards the temple door, his grip firm, 
but not trapping. If he wanted, he could pull his hand away. He could make a break for the 
door to the street, and at this point, he didn’t even know if Tommy would stop him. 


Instead, he followed Tommy back to the stairs, and the bird fell silent once more. 
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The Pythia woke up to someone shaking him awake. 
“Wil?” Tommy asked, his voice low. “Wil, wake up.” 


Blinking open his eyes, the Pythia stared at the empty wall behind his bed, Tommy’s voice 
coming from behind him. He tensed to roll over so he could face him, only stopping himself 
at the last second when he realized he wasn’t wearing his blindfold. 


Fear washed over him like a bucket of ice water. 


“Shit!” He exclaimed, rolling into his pillow to hide his face. “Tommy, what the fuck- you 
know not to do-” 


“I didn’t see your face. It’s fine,” Tommy said, cutting him off. “I just wanted to tell you I’m 
gonna be gone today.” 


Another wave of fear as a shudder ran down the Pythia’s spine. His sleep-addled mind 
struggled to understand what Tommy meant by that, but before he could even ask, Tommy 
was grabbing his hand and placing something silky in it. 


“You might wanna put this on,” Tommy told him. 


His blindfold. Right. That first, then he could ask Tommy was the fuck was going on. 


He was careful to keep his back to Tommy as he tied the blindfold around his head once 
more. In the back of his mind, he wondered why he still cared so much about not letting 
Tommy see what he looked like under the blindfold. Tommy already knew that name, he 
already knew that Schlatt never listened to him, he already knew so many things he wasn’t 
supposed to. What was one more thing to add to the pile? 


It didn’t matter. But something inside of him kept telling him not to turn around until the 
blindfold was secure over his face. To keep up the illusion of following the rules until he 
absolutely couldn’t anymore. 


Besides, the Pythia had bigger things to deal with right now. 
“What the fuck do you mean you’re-” 


The Pythia cut himself off when he turned to face Tommy. In the temple, Tommy usually 
alternated between an array of brightly-colored sweaters, hoodies, and sweatshirts. 
Sometimes he wore cargo pants, a lot of the times he wore sweatpants. Casual clothes meant 
for lounging. The only time his style changed was when they went to Quackity’s bar, and 
he’d wear something slightly more presentable but still seemed fairly comfortable. 


Tommy’s current clothes were all about utility though. His black cargo pants and work boots 
were the same, but the dark red jacket that fell to his hips and was also covered in pockets 
was not. He also had a black bandana tied around his neck, ready to be pulled up to cover his 
face, and a dark backpack slung over his shoulder. 


Right now, the backpack looked empty. The Pythia had a feeling it wouldn’t be for long. 


Despite the haze of sleep still clouding his thoughts, the Pythia thought back to Tommy’s 
conversation with Quackity a few days earlier at the bar. It was then the pieces fell into place. 


“The supply run Quackity was talking about,” the Pythia said, staring at a roll of bandages 
sticking out of one of Tommy’s many pockets. “Phil gave you the go ahead.” 


Tommy nodded. “He told me last night. I would’ve told you then, but you were passed out 
and I didn’t wanna wake you. But then Jack said we should leave early this morning and I 
didn’t wanna just, y’know, disappear without saying anything.” 


The Pythia couldn’t care less about how tired he was. He was too focused on the fact that 
Tommy was /eaving. 


“I mean, you’re not gonna be gone for long, right?” The Pythia asked, too tired to care about 
how childish the question sounded. 


At this, Tommy grimaced. “We should get back pretty late tonight, but sometimes shit just 
goes south and we gotta hide out for a while. So I might end up getting back sometime 


tomorrow.” 


The Pythia’s eyes widened. “What do you mean by things ‘going south?’” 


“Uh, well, y’know, cops chasing us,” Tommy said, eyes darting around the room like he was 
trying to avoid the Pythia’s gaze even with the blindfold. “Also cameras. We gotta keep an 
eye out for cameras so surveillance can’t track us back to the temple.” 


Fuck. It was just what the Pythia had been afraid of. 


He thought back to the first time Tommy had shown him his tattoos. How he’d shown off the 
sun wrapped around a circular scar, explaining how he’d been shot by a cop like he was 
talking about getting rained on. 


The bird was slow to stir this time. It blinked a few times, like it was trying to get its 
bearings, but stiffened as soon as it realized the danger Tommy was about to be in. 


“What if you can’t outrun the cops?” The Pythia asked, wincing when the bird let out a shrill 
chirp. 


Tommy raised an eyebrow. “That won’t happen.” 


“You don’t know that though,” the Pythia argued. “You might get cornered, or you might trip, 
or more cops might show up than what you expect, or-” 


“T know all of that,” Tommy snapped, his eyes narrowing. “I’m not a fucking idiot, Wilbur. 
I’ve done this before.” 


The Pythia clenched his jaw. “That doesn’t change the fact that it’s dangerous.” 


Tommy stared at him for a moment, brows furrowed as something unreadable flashed over 
his eyes. After a beat though, his eyes widened in surprise. 


“Wait, are you worried about me?” 


“Of course I’m fucking worried about you!” The Pythia exclaimed. “So much shit could 
happen out there! I know you’ve said you’ve done it before but that doesn’t mean you can’t 
be taken by surprise, or get fucked over, or even just get fucking shot again!” With that last 
part, he poked the spot on Tommy’s chest where he remembered the gunshot scar was, and 
Tommy flinched back. 


“Shit!” He exclaimed, holding his hands up in mock surrender. “I didn’t think you’d be this 
upset!” 


In all fairness, the Pythia didn’t think he’d be this upset either. But the bird was growing 
louder, and so was the buzzing in his head. He couldn’t pretend it wasn’t there. 


“I’m sorry. I’m just- I’m a little freaked out I guess,” the Pythia huffed, folding his arms over 
his chest. 


Tommy’s frown deepened. “I mean, Wil, you got nothing to worry about. Nothing’s gonna 
happen, but even if it does, Phil and Techno aren’t gonna let anything happen to you here.” 


Oh. Tommy thought he was worried about himself. 


While the Pythia was worried for his own safety, his outburst had nothing to do with that. 
Instead, all he could think of was what would become of his days here without Tommy 
around. What he would do if he never heard his loud rambling or blunt curses again. 


It brought him back to the other night, when he had the opportunity to leave, but couldn’t 
bring himself to move. In a way, he felt like a tower of blocks swaying in the breeze. All it 
would take was one block taken from the bottom for him to fall apart completely. And for 
some reason, his mind had decided Tommy was one of the blocks that kept him standing. 


“Wil?” Tommy asked when he was silent for a moment. “Wilbur, you there?” 


“I trust that Phil and Techno aren’t going to let the others kill me,” the Pythia said, although 
he didn’t know how much he believed his own words. “But just-” he paused, taking a 
moment to gather his words. “Don’t die. Please.” 


Another unreadable emotion flashed over Tommy’s face, but it was gone as soon as it 
appeared, quickly replaced by a shit-eating grin. 


“Don’t worry. They don’t call me the Biggest Man Alive for nothing,” Tommy declared, 
proudly puffing out his chest. 


Despite the fear still wrapping him in a vice, the Pythia couldn’t help but snort. “Literally no 
one calls you that.” 


“Yet, Wilbur. No one calls me that yet,” Tommy corrected. “I’m gonna be fine because I’m 
the best runner there is! I’m like lightning, Wil. They barely see me comin’ because they’re a 
bunch of pussies who can’t run for shit.” 


“I wouldn’t say that to their faces if I were you.” 


Tommy snorted. “Actually, I call them pussy ass bitches all the time because that’s what they 
are. They need to be more humble like me, so I’m givin’ them life lessons, y’ know?” 


“At least vary it up,” the Pythia said, smiling now. “Make sure to tell the cops they’re also a 
bunch of pigs.” 


“You see, I would, but that’d be insulting to actual pigs,” Tommy shot back, still grinning as 
he got to his feet. 


The Pythia stood up as well. “That’s fair. Pigs are actually very intelligent creatures.” 


“And the cops are not,” Tommy agreed. “Now, I gotta head out, but Niki’s gonna come by 
soon to take you to breakfast. That sound good?” 


Oh thank fuck. While the Pythia wasn’t thrilled at the idea of walking around the temple 
without Tommy by his side, if he had to have someone else, Niki would’ve been his first 
choice. 


“That’s fine, yeah.” 


Nodding once, Tommy glanced around the room, his eyes lingering on the door. 
“T should, uh, get going then I think,” he said, shifting his weight from foot to foot. 


Before Tommy could turn to leave, the Pythia reached out to put his hand on Tommy’s 
shoulder, squeezing it once. 


“Be careful.” 
Tommy’s smile softened, and he gave the Pythia another nod. “I will.” 


And with that, the Pythia dropped his hand, and Tommy turned on his heel to leave the room. 
The door slammed shut behind him, and the Pythia stared at the metal, his gut already 
twisting with anxiety the second Tommy was out of his line of sight. 


The few days that had passed since they’d gone to Quackity’s bar had been a blur. The Pythia 
did his best not to think about his missed opportunity at escape, because it wasn’t like he 
didn’t know why he hadn’t been able to make himself leave. He knew that if he actually 
considered the question, the answer would be right in front of his face. But he didn’t want 
that answer. He didn’t want to put it into words, because it shouldn’t be the truth. It was 
easier to let it hang around the edges of his mind like a formless haze instead of confronting it 
head on. 


Although the Pythia was still avoiding that question, everything else had been pulled back 
into sharp focus. Tommy was gone now, and there was a chance he might not come back. 
Nausea crawled up his throat, and he began to pace up and down the length of his room, not 
knowing what else to do with the nervous energy buzzing under his skin. 


Thankfully, he only had to pace for a few minutes before there was another knock at his door. 
“Hello?” He called out hesitantly. 
“Pythia?” A soft voice called back. “It’s Niki.” 


Although the Pythia knew it wasn’t going to be Tommy coming to tell him he’d changed his 
mind, the small balloon of hope in his chest deflated anyway. 


“You can come in,” he said, sighing as he dropped back onto his bed. 


The door creaked open, Niki poking her head through the gap and smiling when she spotted 
him on the bed. 


“Did Tommy-” 
“Yeah, he already told me,” he said, cutting her off. “You’re my guard today, right?” 


Niki nodded, opening the door a little wider. “I guess you could call me that.” She glanced 
around the room, noticing the twisted pile his blankets had ended up in on his mattress, and 
the way his arms were wrapped around his knees. “Do you wanna go to the cafeteria for 
breakfast? We can eat in here too if you’d prefer.” 


Despite the fact that the Pythia really did not want to be in the cafeteria when he felt like he 
was on the verge of turning into dust, the idea of staring at the walls of his room while his 
mind ran through all the different ways Tommy could die today sounded downright torturous. 
At the very least, it would be a distraction. An unpleasant distraction, but a welcome one 
nonetheless. 


“We can go there,” he told her, pushing to his feet and shaking out the buzzing in his arms. 


At this, Niki’s smile grew as she held the door open for him. “Let’s hurry up then. I made 
more dough for the bread rolls yesterday so they should be fairly fresh today.” 


Nodding, the Pythia hurried out of the room to follow Niki down the hall. 


For the first minute, the two walked in silence. Their footsteps echoed off the walls of the 
corridor, the faint purple glow of the enchantments on Niki’s arms lighting their way 
alongside the electric bugs flying over their heads. 


They passed into the main chamber of the temple, but instead of making their way across to 
the cafeteria, Niki turned to walk towards the statue of Kristin. 


“Sorry, It’ll only be a minute. I haven’t prayed to Her yet today,” Niki explained, flashing 
him an apologetic look as she knelt in front of the base of the statue. 


It had been a while since the Pythia had stood this close to Kristin’s statue. Her hologram arm 
flickered every few seconds, pink light bouncing off the dark stone of the other arm. The 
flickering almost made the specks of white in the stone look like they were twinkling, once 
again reminding the Pythia of starlight. 


This close to the statue, the Pythia could once again feel Kristin’s gaze on his shoulders. Her 
head was tilted down, her smile feeling as though it was directed at him specifically. The hair 
on the back of his neck stood straight, refusing to look up at the statue. If he didn’t 
acknowledge her, then maybe she would return the favor. 


Instead of meeting Kristin’s eyes, the Pythia kept his focus on Niki. She was kneeling in front 
of the statue, eyes shut and metal hands resting on the edge of the stone. Her lips were 
moving, but he couldn’t make out anything she was saying. After a moment she stopped 
speaking, but didn’t open her eyes. 


A beat passed. Then another. 


If the Pythia hadn’t been watching Niki, he would’ve missed the chill that ran down her spine 
as goosebumps appeared on her shoulders. For the briefest of moments, something so serene 
flashed over her face, the Pythia felt like he was intruding just by standing near her. 


Is that how he looked to others when he prayed to Clara’s statue back at the palace? 


...no. Somehow, he knew that he’d never looked that at peace when praying to Clara in the 
past. 


Suddenly, a small smile flickered over Niki’s face, and with one more murmured word her 
eyes fluttered open. 


“Okay, that’s all,” she told him, pushing to her feet again. “You ready to go?” 


The Pythia forced himself to nod, the buzzing having only grown louder as his head spun 
with thoughts of both Tommy’s safety, and his relationship with Clara. Niki nudged his 
shoulder with her own, still smiling as she led him out of the main chamber and towards the 
cafeteria. 


Besides the absence of Tommy and Jack, the cafeteria seemed the same as it always was. 
Tubbo, Ranboo, and Aimsey were off in their own corner, Sam and Ponk sat near a wall, and 
Phil and Techno were standing near the front where all the trays of food were. 


The Pythia sat at their usual spot, ignoring the confused looks coming from Tubbo’s side of 
the room. Niki came back only a minute later, balancing two trays loaded with food in each 
hand. The Pythia got up to grab his own, before taking a bite of his soyeggs as soon as he sat 
back down again. 


A few minutes passed in silence. It wasn’t an awkward silence, but it wasn’t comfortable 
either. Niki flashed him small smiles whenever she caught his eye, but didn’t seem to know 
how to start a conversation. The Pythia was in the same boat, because in the past, it was 
always Jack or Tommy who started up their morning conversations. Their absence was like 
an invisible, gaping hole torn in the air between him and Niki, and neither one of them was 
sure what to do about it. 


As the Pythia tried to imagine what Jack would say to get them talking, there was movement 
from the corner of his eye, and a rock dropped into his gut. 


“Where’s Tommy?” 
Looking up, the Pythia tried not to flinch when he saw Tubbo staring down at him and Niki. 
Putting down her fork, Niki tensed. “He and Jack are out on a supply run.” 


More footsteps echoed off the walls, and the Pythia saw Ranboo and Aimsey walking up 
behind Tubbo, both looking just as confused as he was. 


“Really?” Tubbo asked, raising an eyebrow. “Wonder how he got Phil and Techno to agree to 
that.” 


Niki shrugged. “I think Jack said something about Quackity getting involved, but I don’t 
know the details.” 


“Wait, so if Tommy’s gone, who’s watching him?” Ranboo chimed in, pointing at the Pythia 
over Tubbo’s shoulder. 


The Pythia couldn’t help but huff at this. “Take a wild fucking guess,” he said, gesturing 
towards Niki. 


“And you’re not, like, worried that he’s gonna make a break for it?” Tubbo pushed, eyes 
flickering back to Niki. 


“T think if he did, Niki could handle things perfectly fine,” Aimsey cut in, giving Tubbo a 
sharp look. 


Tubbo flushed. “I didn’t mean she couldn’t handle it! I just meant-” he paused, dragging his 
hands through his hair and taking a breath to steady himself. “Look, forget about the Pythia. 
Niki, are you sure it’s safe for Tommy to be out doing a supply run? He hasn’t been out since 
the ball.” 


It was then the Pythia noticed that despite the narrow-eyed looks Tubbo kept shooting his 
way, more than anything, Tubbo seemed nervous. Although his expression gave nothing 
away, he kept crossing and uncrossing his arms, and his fingers twitched like he wasn’t quite 
sure what to do with them. 


“Tubbo, c’mon, you think Phil and Techno would’ ve agreed if they thought he was in 
danger?” Aimsey pointed out. 


Ranboo nodded. “Also he’s got Jack with him.” 
“That’s not exactly comforting,” Tubbo deadpanned. 
Niki frowned. “Is there anything else you need, Tubbo? Or can we go back to eating?” 


Tubbo’s mismatched eyes flickered towards him again, but he did his best not to shrink back. 
This was the closest Tubbo had been to him since the debate they had over whether or not 
they wanted to kill him, and the Pythia couldn’t ignore how the buzzing under his skin was 
getting worse by the second. 


“Yeah, fine, whatever,” Tubbo muttered after a few seconds, taking a step back. “Let us know 
if you need anything though, Niki.” 


“PII let you know,” Niki said in a tone that clearly meant I’m not going to need you. 


As Tubbo and Ranboo turned on their heels to head back to their side of the cafeteria, Aimsey 
stayed where they were. Tubbo noticed their absence, looking over his shoulder and giving 
them a confused look. 


“Aimsey?” 


Aimsey ignored him and crouched down in front of him and Niki. “Is it okay if I join you 
guys?” 


Huh? 


Unlike Tubbo, there was no suspicion lingering in Aimsey’s gaze when they looked at the 
Pythia. No worry, no caution, just... curiosity. 


“Um-” 


“T promise I won’t, like, be weird or anything,” Aimsey continued, cutting Niki off. “I get 
that Tubbo’s been a bit intense lately, and he’s kinda just stressed and worried about shit so I 
get it, but I also know he hasn’t been the nicest so I’m just saying I’m not gonna be pulling 
anything.” 


Niki furrowed her brows, staring at Aimsey for a moment before her eyes flickered to the 
Pythia. 


“Ts it okay with you?” She asked him, her voice soft. 


The Pythia blinked, surprised that Niki was asking him if he wanted Aimsey there or not. 
Before he could even think of a response, Aimsey jumped in with, 


“You can say no,” they reassured him, giving him a small smile. “Shit’s been, uh, off lately so 
if you don’t feel comfortable with me here that’s totally fine. You’re not gonna offend me or 
anything.” 


Although it had been a while since he and Tommy had sat with Tubbo, Aimsey, and Ranboo 
for their meals, the Pythia thought back to how Aimsey had always been rather pleasant to 
talk to. They weren’t suspicious of him like Tubbo was, but they weren’t a bundle of nerves 
like Ranboo either. 


The Pythia also remembered how during the debate for his life, Aimsey had been adamantly 
on the side of not killing him. 


“It’s okay,” the Pythia said, giving them a nod. “You can stay.” 
Aimsey beamed. “Great! Let me go grab my food.” 


They pushed to their feet, running past Tubbo and Ranboo to get their breakfast tray. The 
Pythia couldn’t hear what they were saying to their friends, but their hands were moving 
wildly around, looking excited despite Tubbo’s frown. 


With a small wave, Aimsey then left Tubbo and Ranboo and hurried back over to the rug he 
and Niki were sitting on. Their bad leg wobbled slightly as they sat down in front of the two 
of them, but stayed smiling as they balanced their tray on their knees. 


“Y’ know, I’m kinda relieved that Tommy is back to doing supply runs,” Aimsey said as they 
scooped some soyeggs up with their fork. “It’s not that I mind doing them. Jack’s fun to work 
with and all, but it’s just exhausting.” 


Oh, right. Aimsey had gone on the last supply run with Jack. 
“Did you guys run into any trouble?” The Pythia asked before he could think twice. 


Aimsey furrowed their brows, considering the question for a moment. “Well, not technically? 
We ran into some cops, yeah, but that’s to be expected pretty much. We were able to get them 
off our trail pretty quickly, but we had to wait ages for them to leave the area.” 


“How long?” The Pythia pushed. “What time did you get back?” 


“T think around... two in the morning? Maybe three?” 


The Pythia clenched his jaw, looking back down at his tray and tearing off a piece of bread 
roll. The anxiety was making itself known again, even though he was trying to shove it down 
by focusing on his food. 


“That’s late,” he muttered, his voice tight. 


“Assuming Tommy and Jack don’t have to hide behind a dumpster for three hours straight, 
they should be back a bit earlier,” Aimsey explained. “But yeah, worst case scenario you 
wake up tomorrow morning and things are back to normal.” 


Taking an unsteady breath, the Pythia stared at the pieces of bread littering his tray, only then 
realizing he hadn’t eaten a single bite of it. He had more than half his food left, but his 
stomach turned at the mere idea of eating anything else. 


“I don’t get how you’re both so calm about this,” the Pythia snapped, head lifting from his 
tray to look between Niki and Aimsey. “Getting chased by cops isn’t normal, but you both 
are talking about it like it’s a fucking walk in the park!” 


Pushing the tray off his legs and onto the rug, he rested his hands in lap instead. He twisted 
his fingers into the hem of the yellow and orange sweater he was wearing, picking at the 
loose threads and counting the color variations each time he tugged one loose. 


Yellow. 

Orange. 

Yellow- 

A beat passed. Then another. The Pythia’s breathing began to slow. 
“I’m not calm, I promise you.” 

The Pythia looked up and saw Niki giving him a tight-lipped smile. 
“What?” 


“I’m terrified for them. Every time we send people out, I’m always running the worst case 
scenario through my head, trying to convince myself it won’t happen,” Niki explained, her 
voice low. “Jack’s my best friend so, y’know, of course I’m extra scared when he goes out. 
But Tommy, Aimsey, Techno- anytime some of us here have to leave the temple for 
‘Deathling stuff’, I worry myself sick. That’s why I stopped to pray to Kristin on our way 
over here. I was asking Her to keep them safe.” 


...oh. 


Even for non-Deathlings, dealing with the police was something you wanted to avoid at all 
costs. Although the situation had always been bad, under Schlatt’s rule, the pretenses of 
regulation had all but fallen away completely. ‘Accidents’ happened more often than arrests 


did, but with a Deathling it would practically be a guarantee. An arrest would be a death 
sentence. 


“You seemed very relaxed after you prayed to her,” the Pythia pointed out. 


Niki nodded. “She just reminded me of some things I already knew, but needed to hear 
again.” 


Suddenly, Aimsey chimed in with, “Lady Death doesn’t promise us anything, but it’s nice to 
remember that if something does happen, She’ll be waiting for us with open arms.” 


No. He didn't want Lady Death to be waiting for Tommy with open arms. He wanted her to 
stay far away from him. 


“That’s not what I wanted to hear,” he huffed, folding his arms over his chest to hide his 
shaking hands. 


“You’re worried about Tommy then?” Aimsey asked, raising an eyebrow. 


The Pythia wasn’t sure how to respond to that. Not because he didn’t know the answer. He’d 
told Tommy to his face earlier that he was worried about him. He just wasn’t sure how 
Aimsey would react to that, especially if they were going to tell Tubbo whatever he told 
them. 


...actually, who cared? If Aimsey or Tubbo or whoever else didn’t believe that he was 
genuinely worried for Tommy’s safety, it didn’t fucking matter. What were they going to do? 
Punish him? Yeah, right, he already knew how unlikely that was. 


He nodded. And Aimsey didn’t seem surprised. 
“You know about Tommy’s death tattoos?” Aimsey then asked. 


“The ones that represent near death experiences?” They nodded. “Yeah, I’ve seen them. 
Tommy’s got a lot, and that’s part of what worries me. He takes a lot of risks.” 


“He does, but if I were you I’d think about his tattoos this way,” Aimsey said, holding their 
hands out for emphasis. “All the tattoos you see aren’t evidence of all the times he’s almost 
died, they’re evidence of all the times he’s survived. Tommy has a talent for getting into bad 
spots, but he’s even better at getting out of them.” 


Oh. 


That reminded him of something he’d read in an old history text once when he was scouring 
the palace library. There’d been a diagram of airplanes used in war, showing where they were 
most often shot after they returned from battle. The logical solution was to add more armor to 
the parts of the plane that were shot at frequently, but the text had told him that that wasn’t 
the right way to think about it. 


The diagram was made from the planes that had returned from battle. Meaning that they had 
been able to return. The places that needed to be armored were the spots that didn’t have as 


many bullet holes in them, because a plane was less likely to make it back if it had been shot 
there. 


Tommy had a lot of near death experience tattoos because he’d been able to make it back and 
get those tattoos. Like Aimsey said, he was good at getting himself out of bad spots. 


He could only hope that stayed true for this supply run as well. 

“That helps,” the Pythia said, giving Aimsey a small nod. “Thanks.” 
Aimsey hummed. “Of course. It’s not easy being the ones left behind.” 
No, it really wasn’t. 


After that, Aimsey asked Niki if she’d come up with any fun tattoo ideas lately. Niki, who 
seemed eager for a change of subject, began describing to Aimsey an idea she had for a tattoo 
involving birds, with the Pythia only half-listening as he waited for the two of them to finish 
their food. 


Soon enough, their trays were empty (save for his own, but Niki and Aimsey didn’t comment 
on it) and it was time for them to leave. When they all stood, Aimsey glanced between the 
exit and the spot across the room where Tubbo and Ranboo were still sitting, looking as 
though they’d barely touched their food since Aimsey had left. 


“I should probably get back over there,” Aimsey said, giving them an apologetic look. 
“Thanks for letting me eat breakfast with you guys though!” 


“Of course. You should stop by my parlor soon,” Niki told them, her voice warm. 


Despite the anxiety that the Pythia had been drowning in for most of the conversation, he’d 
still been pleasantly surprised at how nice it was to talk to Aimsey again. They were easy to 
talk to, and seemed to have a good sense for avoiding sensitive subjects. The Pythia didn’t 
feel like every word he said in front of them was being scrutinized, unlike the times he’d 
spoken with Tubbo in the past. 


They were wholly, genuinely nice. And he appreciated that. 


“Or you could just eat with us more often,” the Pythia added, keeping his arms crossed firmly 
over his chest. 


Aimsey blinked. “Oh, uh, you’d be okay with that?” They asked, their dark eyes wide. 
The Pythia nodded. 


“Awesome! I gotta be honest, I’ve missed talking to you and Tom every morning during 
breakfast,” Aimsey said, beaming now. “TIl join you guys tomorrow so I can hear all about 
how Jack and Tommy’s run went.” 


“Sounds good,” Niki said, smiling again. 


With that, Aimsey turned on their heel and waved as they ran back towards Tubbo and 
Ranboo. “Alright! Bye guys!” 


Niki waved back, something in her eyes softening as she turned to look at the Pythia once 
more. She seemed like she wanted to say something, but after a moment of consideration, she 
closed her mouth and held an arm out. 


An offer. 


The Pythia looped his arm through hers, and even through his sweater sleeve, he was able to 
feel how cold the metal was. But he found he didn’t mind as Niki led him out of the cafeteria 
and away from the heavy stares of the others. 


They began walking in the direction of Niki’s tattoo parlor, only for her to stop dead in her 
tracks in front of the archway to the main chamber. 


“Shoot, I just remembered I left my sketchbook in my room,” Niki said, her brows furrowing 
as she glanced across the main chamber and towards the bedrooms. “Would you mind if we 
go get it?” 


“Uh, yeah, I don’t care,” the Pythia told her. 


Nodding, Niki led him through the main chamber, keeping her arm looped through his as 
they walked. Even if it wasn’t as calming as when Tommy grabbed his hand, Pythia found his 
anxiety dying down again at the contact. 


When they made it back into the hallway where the bedrooms were, Niki made a left instead 
of the right he would usually take to get back to his and Tommy’s rooms. They walked down 
the dark hall, the floating lights bobbing above their heads and making the shadows dance 
along the walls. They passed a few doors painted with varying doodles, until they stopped in 
front of one absolutely covered in flowers. Pink, yellow, purple, orange—streaks of paint 
lifted from the bottom of the door, growing into tall, slender flowers that the Pythia didn’t 
know the names of. Despite the artwork being made up of incoherent streaks of paint, 
together they formed a picture of a flower field the Pythia felt like he could dive headfirst 
into. 


Of course this was Niki’s room. Even if she wasn’t guiding him, he would’ve been able to tell 
just from the flowers alone. 


“This is beautiful,” the Pythia said as Niki let go of his arm to open her door. 
Niki followed his gaze to the flowers on the door, and smiled. “Just wait till you see inside.” 


Then, before he could say anything else, she pushed open the door and gestured for him to 
step through. 


The layout of Niki’s room seemed to be the same as his own—mattress in the corner, dresser 
settled across, one door opening to a bathroom, the other presumably leading to someone 


else’s bedroom. If he was looking at it on a blueprint, he would say their rooms were exactly 
the same. 


That couldn’t be further from the truth though. 


The flowers on the door were only just the beginning of Niki’s painting skills. More flowers 
blossomed over the walls, with tall fronds of grass streaked in between. Swirls of random 
colors arched over the flowers, shifting and twisting like the wind itself. Multi-colored stars 
also dotted the walls and ceiling at random, and the Pythia’s head spun at how vibrant it all 
was. 


In a way, it almost reminded him of the Royal Atrium back at the palace. Nature that was 
allowed to flourish, albeit in a contained space. Except that the plants in the Royal Atrium 
had been real, and Niki’s were only made of paint. But for some reason, he had a feeling that 
Niki’s room was far closer to what it would actually be like to stand in a field of flowers 
compared to the false impression of freedom the plants in the Atrium gave off. 


“Holy shit,” the Pythia whispered, his eyes wide as he spun in a slow circle to take the 
paintings in. “This is amazing.” 


“I’m sure it’s not much compared to the real thing,” Niki said, her metal fingers brushing 
over one of the flowers on the wall. “I’ve seen flowers in flower shops before, but never just 
growing out of the ground. I’m sure you have though.” 


Technically, yes. The Pythia had seen rows of flower beds planted in the palace, sprouting 
from soft dirt engineered to provide the optimal growing conditions for whatever took root 
inside of it. Again though, it was controlled. The flowers were uniform, any imperfect 
specimens pulled out before they could reach maturity so a proper one could take its place. 
Niki’s flowers were made of paint. Some were misshapen, some drooped lower than their 
friends, and some probably weren’t based on real flowers at all. But they felt real, and he 
supposed that’s all that mattered in the end. 


“Yours are better,” he told her without a hint of a lie in his voice. 

Niki blinked. “I doubt that.” 

“They are. Trust me.” 

A beat passed. Niki dropped her hand from the wall. 

“Thank you,” she said softly, stepping away from the wall and towards her bed. 


The Pythia watched Niki dig through the colorful blankets strewn over the mattress, 
muttering to herself as she tossed them aside to try and find what she was looking for. After a 
few moments, she pulled out her black sketchbook and grinned. 


“C’mere. I wanna show you some sketches I’ve been working on,” Niki then told him, 
patting the spot on the mattress next to her. 


Sitting down beside her, a chill ran up his spine when her metal shoulder brushed against his 
own. He didn’t mind the cold though, and leaned closer to get a better look at the sketchbook 
on her lap. 


Niki had flipped the book open to a page covered in sketches of birds. Some were small, 
some were large. Some had dark feathers and some were only streaked with dark stripes. A 
few were in flight while others were perched, their feathers puffed up to make them look 
bigger than they were. 


And all of them looked... free. Completely and utterly free of any responsibilities or 
obligations in a way that made his chest burn for reasons he couldn’t explain. 


“Tve been trying to practice drawing birds lately,” Niki said, her finger tracing a sparrow in 
mid flight. “I’ve tattooed some birds onto Phil before, but those were only crows. I’m trying 
to branch out a bit.” 


Looking at the sketches, he reached out, tracing his finger along a small bird that had a dark 
stripe across its eyes. “What’s this one?” 


“It’s a shrike,” Niki told him, her voice soft. “Shrikes are unique because they’re songbirds 
that look delicate, but they’re extremely aggressive hunters. They impale their prey to kill it, 
sometimes with their beaks, other times with things around them like thorns or fence posts.” 


He stared at the drawing of the shrike on the page, and wondered if that was the bird living 
inside him. The bird had jabbed its beak through his ribs before, so who’s to say it couldn’t 
do it again? 


A songbird with a ruthless streak. That wasn’t him. He wasn’t made to be brutal like that. 
For some reason, that realization disappointed him. 
“That’s... intense,” the Pythia said, lifting his hand away from the page. 


“T think it’s a nice reminder not to underestimate people,” Niki said, flipping to another page 
in her sketchbook. “If you push someone too far, even the prettiest songbird could impale 
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you. 
The Pythia clenched his jaw, unsure of what to say to that. 


Thankfully (or maybe regretfully), before he could think of a response, there was a knock on 
Niki’s door. 


Niki shut her sketchbook and pushed to her feet. “Who is it?” 
“It’s Ponk!” 
Oh. That was unexpected. 


Although the Pythia’s heart began to pound in his chest knowing that someone else who’d 
been on the side of killing him was standing outside the door, he gave Niki a small nod to tell 


her it was okay to open it. 


Niki gave him an unsure look, but after a beat, turned to open the door. “Hey Ponk, what’s 
up?” 


The Pythia didn’t miss how Niki angled her body in front of the door to block the view of 
him sitting on her bed. 


“Well, I went to your parlor earlier and you weren’t there, but Sam needs those enchantment 
sketches from you as soon as possible so I figured you might be here.” 


“Oh, shit, yeah. Sorry, I forgot about that.” She glanced over her shoulder back at the Pythia, 
before her gaze flickered to the sketchbook still sitting on the mattress. “I have them right 
here so just, um-” Taking a breath, she gave the Pythia an apologetic look as she stepped out 
of the way of the door. “Yeah, let me just grab them.” 


Without Niki in the way, the Pythia immediately locked eyes with Ponk behind his blindfold. 
As always, Ponk’s mouth was covered by a red and yellow face mask, a shock of white- 
blonde hair sticking out from the hood he had pulled over his head. 


“Uh-” 


“Tommy’s out with Jack on a supply run,” Niki explained before Ponk could ask, frantically 
flipping through her sketchbook. “I’m keeping an eye on him while he’s gone.” 


“Oh. Okay.” To the Pythia’s surprise, Ponk didn’t seem particularly upset about him being in 
Niki’s room. He didn’t even seem worried. If anything he just looked... curious, his brows 
furrowing above his dark eyes as he looked the Pythia up and down. “You, uh, doing 
alright?” 


...what? 
Both Niki and the Pythia froze, frowning at Ponk as he stepped fully into Niki’s bedroom. 
“You're asking me how I am?” The Pythia questioned. 


Ponk nodded. “Yeah. Haven’t really gotten a chance to talk to you before so...” he trailed off, 
clearly unsure where he was going with that. 


The Pythia frowned. “The closest we got to having a conversation was when you were telling 
the group it was a good idea to kill me.” 


Niki paled, while Ponk blinked. 


“Uh, I mean, I wasn’t saying it was a good idea. I just thought it was something we should 
talk about.” He paused, clearly uncomfortable. “I’m sorry about that though. Things went a 
bit far with that.” 


“Yeah, no shit,” Niki huffed, folding her arms over her chest. 


“It’s nothing personal against you,” Ponk continued, ignoring Niki’s scowl. “It was just us 
trying to think about what’s safest for the group, but Sam’s pretty paranoid so he has a 
tendency to push things too hard if he’s worried.” 


The Pythia shrugged. “I mean, you don’t have to explain it to me. I agreed with you guys, 
remember?” 


Something sad flashed over both Niki and Ponk’s faces at the reminder. 
“Yeah, that’s why I’m asking how you’re doing.” 
“Why do you care?” The Pythia asked, his heartbeat picking up speed. “You want me dead.” 


Ponk shook his head. “I don’t want you dead, and neither does Sam. We just don’t want 
anything to happen to our group.” Keeping his hands empty and visible at his sides, Ponk 
took a careful step forward, and Niki tensed. “I get that you don’t trust me after that, because 
I wouldn’t either. But I am the doctor here, which means I have a responsibility to make sure 
everyone in the temple is doing okay.” 


“What, are you asking if you can do a check-up on me?” The Pythia scoffed. 

“Are you in any pain?” Ponk asked, the question completely sincere. 

“No,” the Pythia answered. 

Niki shot him a confused look, which Ponk raised an eyebrow at. 

“Niki?” 

“Well-” Niki hesitated, glancing between him and Ponk. “You said you get headaches.” 
Dammit Niki. 

The Pythia bit back a sigh and shook his head. “I told you, it’s not a big deal.” 
“Headaches?” Ponk questioned. 


Great. The doctor who had been arguing that they needed to consider killing him was just 
about the last person he wanted to talk about his headaches to, but it seemed like Niki had 
given him no choice. 


“It’s just a side effect of the blindfold,” he explained, looking down at his lap. “While the 
enchantment on the fabric lets me see through it, it’s not perfect and puts a subtle haze over 
my vision. So when I wear it for too long, I get headaches.” 


Ponk frowned. “But you have to wear that practically all hours of the day, right?” The Pythia 
nodded, and Ponk sucked in a sharp breath. “That’s not ideal.” 


“It’s manageable,” the Pythia argued. 


“Still, there are ways we can ease that pain,” Ponk pointed out. “While trying to figure out 
how to fix the enchantment might be too tricky, we can at least get you painkillers or 
something to reduce the headaches.” 


“That’s what we were thinking,” Niki chimed in. “Do you have any he could just keep a 
bottle of or something?” 


Another flash of discomfort crossed Ponk’s face. “Um, well, I don’t have a bottle he could 
hold onto, but I could give you or Tommy the pills whenever he needs them.” 


There was something unsaid in Ponk’s words that the Pythia couldn’t figure it out. Niki 
clearly knew though, understanding dawning across her face as she nodded at him. 


“Yeah, we can work that out!” 


Ponk nodded back at her, taking another step closer so he was standing right in front of the 
Pythia now. The Pythia’s heart was pounding again, his skin buzzing and hands far too cold 
as he wrung them in his lap. 


“You’re free to say no, but would you mind if I touch your head really quick? That way you 
can tell me where it hurts when you get these headaches.” 


Although the Pythia’s anxiety was scraping the back of his throat, Niki gave him a reassuring 
look, and he knew she wouldn’t let Ponk do anything to him. Besides, he was getting really 
tired of the headaches and it would be nice if he could find at least some small measure of 
relief. 


Digging his nails into his palm, the Pythia nodded, and Ponk knelt down in front of him. 


“Okay, let me just-” Ponk reached out, keeping his hands visible at all times as he lightly 
grabbed the sides of the Pythia’s head. He tapped his temples and raised an eyebrow. “Does it 
hurt here?” 


“No,” the Pythia said, surprised that Ponk’s prosthetic hand was just as warm as his organic 
one. “It’s a bit further back.” 


Ponk frowned and moved his hands to the top of the Pythia’s skull. “Here?” 


“Yeah, it’s, uh, like a tight band wrapping around. It’s the worst there, but it sometimes wraps 
around my forehead and the back of my head too.” 


“Ah, I see.” Ponk moved his hands away from his head, but then dug into his jacket, pulling 
out a stethoscope from one of the pockets and looping it around his neck. “Do you mind if I 
listen to your heartbeat really quick?” 


The Pythia gave him another nod, his heart speeding up even more as the stethoscope 
approached his chest. 


“Okay, breathe in when I tell you.” 


He went through the motions, breathing in and out at Ponk’s instruction. Niki stood over 
Ponk’s shoulder the whole time, eyes narrowed like she was prepared to jump in at any 
second. It was strangely reassuring, knowing that Niki was ready to protect him if anything 
went awry. 


Once he was done, Ponk put the stethoscope back in his jacket and gave him a solemn look. 
“Your heartbeat is going very quickly,” he pointed out. 

The Pythia did his best to keep his face neutral. “Um, yeah, that happens.” 

“Are you anxious right now?” 


Although the Pythia felt pinned under the weight of Ponk and Niki’s gazes, he found himself 
nodding anyway. “A bit.” 


Ponk nodded. “Does that happen often? Anxiety spikes?” 


“T mean, put yourself in my shoes. Wouldn’t you be pretty anxious too?” The Pythia asked, 
trying to sound sarcastic but coming across as nervous instead. 


“That’s fair,” Ponk agreed. “Have you ever had a panic attack before?” 
Ugly sobs forced their way out of his chest, over and over again as he gripped onto Tommy- 


“Yeah. Had a lot of them when I was a kid but they got less frequent as I got older. But then I 
had one a few days ago too,” the Pythia admitted, red crawling up his cheeks. “Tommy 
helped me calm down though.” 


“That’s good. So you know how to recognize them and how to get through them?” 
“For the most part,” the Pythia shrugged. 


“Alright. If they get more frequent to the point of impairing your daily life, we can consider 

getting you some medication for it if you’d like. For now though, I just wanted to make sure 
you knew what they were so you didn’t think you were having a heart attack or something if 
you had one.” 


“T’m good. I know what they are.” 


Nodding, Ponk pushed to his feet again, and despite the mask on his face the Pythia had a 
feeling he was smiling at him. “Okay, so I’Il look into getting some painkillers for those 
headaches of yours. Let me know if anything gets worse with them though.” 


“Thank you, Ponk,” Niki said, holding out some pieces of paper from her sketchbook for him 
to take. “And here are the enchantments for Sam.” 


“Thanks! P1 let you know if he needs any changes,” Ponk said, taking the papers and tucking 
them under his arm. “T’Il see you guys later!” 


With that, Ponk headed out of the bedroom, the door slamming shut behind him. As soon as 
he was gone, the Pythia let out a breath he hadn’t even realized he was holding. 


Sitting back down beside him, Niki’s shoulder pressed against his own. 
“I’m sorry about that. I didn’t know he’d be stopping by.” 
“It’s okay,” he reassured her. “He was nicer than I thought he’d be.” 


Niki pressed her lips together into a thin line. “Ponk’s a really nice person most of the time, 
so I’m glad you got to see that side of him.” 


“As opposed to the side that wants me dead,” the Pythia huffed, gaze falling back to his lap. 


“He doesn’t want you dead,” Niki argued. “He and Sam are both just worried for our group. 
That’s not an excuse of course. That discussion shouldn’t have happened in the first place. 
But neither one of them have a personal vendetta against you.” 


The Pythia shrugged, pulling his hands apart to see if they were still shaking. They were. 


“You told Ponk you’re anxious right now,” Niki said, and the Pythia glanced up to see she 
had noticed his trembling hands as well. 


“Tve been anxious since Tommy left,” the Pythia admitted, keeping his head low. 


“I know you’re worried about him, but he and Jack are gonna be okay,” Niki reassured him, 
her words flowing over his skin and soothing the buzzing in his mind. “They’ll both come 
back.” 


“How do you know though?” The Pythia asked, his voice far weaker than he meant it to be. 


Niki stared at the wall, something solemn falling over her face. “Because they have to. If they 
don’t then-” her breathing hitched, and she squeezed her eye shut. “I can’t think that they 
won't. If I get too caught up in my head about it, P1 just- P1H drown.” 


The Pythia noticed how she’d curled in on herself, looking surprisingly small as she took 
long, steady breaths. In a split second, he found himself reaching around her, wrapping his 
arm around her shoulders and pulling her into his side. 


For a moment, Niki tensed. Then she relaxed, letting out a breath as her head rested on his 
shoulder. 


“You know, you and Tommy remind me of me and Jack in a way,” Niki said after several 
minutes of silence. 


“Really?” He asked, raising an eyebrow. 


Niki hummed. “Yup. You two just seemed to click with each other the same way we did 
when we first met.” 


His curiosity was piqued now. “How did you and Jack meet?” 


“I was sixteen, and Jack was fifteen I think,” Niki began, her eyes going glassy as the 
memories flashed behind them. “I ran away from home because my parents wanted me to go 
to the academy to join the palace guard, and I refused to do it. I’d already figured out that I 
hated the way our country was being run. I hated the surveillance, I hated the Emperor having 
so much power over everything, I hated how no one talked about anything but what fucking 
hover-shoes to buy, what movies were playing, which celebrity got new cybernetics and what 
Zon streamer got a brand deal from the fucking military—it was driving me insane. And the 
palace was at the root of all of that. So I knew I wanted to stay far away from there.” 


She paused and took a breath. 


“That’s- sorry, that’s besides the point. Basically, after I ran away, I joined... I guess you 
could call it a commune? Just a group of people who didn’t want to participate in the bread 
and circuses that kept getting shoved in our faces, so we had our own place. There was this 
abandoned warehouse on the edge of the city that was supposed to be demolished decades 
ago but never was. So we lived there as a group. We tried to grow our own food but the air 
was too polluted for that, so we just all took odd jobs here and there and shared the funds so 
we could take care of each other. Jack joined a little after I showed up, and we just instantly 
got each other, y’ know?” 


The Pythia nodded, not wanting to interrupt her but wanting to make sure she knew he was 
listening. 


“The thing was, while there was nothing wrong with the commune, I hated being there. 
Because even though we were separated from a lot of the bullshit, we weren’t doing anything 
to fix the way things were. Most of the members were fine with that, but I wanted to do 
something besides just focusing on myself. And eventually I got Jack on my side too.” 
Another pause. “I met Techno when he needed someone to deliver a package across the city 
for him. Even though it was wrapped, the second he handed it to me I knew it was a weapon 
of some kind, but I didn’t say anything. He hired me a few more times after that, and I 
figured out that he was... taking action, I guess is a good way to put it.” 


“Did you know he was a Deathling?” The Pythia questioned. 


Niki shook her head. “No, I had no clue. I just knew he was involved in the kind of activism I 
wanted to do, so I told him one day I knew what he was doing and asked if I could join. But 
he, uh, kind of brushed it off. Which I don’t blame him for since I was just a teenager he 
barely knew. I wasn’t planning on giving up though. I told myself I was going to ask him 
about it until he let me join whatever he was doing. And I told Jack all about it too.” 


This time when Niki paused, her shoulders tensed. “A few days later, the police raided the 
commune. Said we were squatting there illegally despite the fact that the place wasn’t being 
used for anything. Then-” Her breathing hitched. “The official reports say one of the 
commune members started the fire. That’s a lie though. It was one of the cops. They must’ ve 
decided to set it when it became clear we weren’t going to leave.” 


Although Niki’s pants covered her shin, the Pythia thought back to the dragon tattoo he knew 
was there. He’d theorized that it might’ve been related to a fire to get her to stop asking him 
questions. 


Nausea burned his throat when he realized he was right. 


“Jack and I barely escaped with our lives,” Niki admitted, her voice small. “That’s how I got 
these-” she twitched her prosthetic arms. “But Jack got it even worse than I did. We both 
nearly died that day, and while we thankfully got debt forgiveness for the hospital bills, our 
burns were severe and we had nowhere to go.” 


Suddenly, a small smile blossomed over Niki’s face. “The thing was though, that experience 
let me hear Lady Death for the first time. I could feel Her with me, telling me I was going to 
be okay, making me feel safe in the most terrifying moment of my life. And while I’d never 
been opposed to Clara, I hated the way the government used her name to justify the horrible 
policies they put in place. So while Jack and I were trying to figure out what we were going 
to do next, I ran into Techno again and he just knew. He knew that I'd seen Her, so he told me 
what he actually did and asked if I still wanted to join. I talked it over with Jack, and since he 
felt Kristin too, we both decided we wanted to do it.” 


Niki straightened up, and the Pythia let his arm fall off her shoulders as she stretched her 
prosthetic arms above her head. 


“T technically could’ve kept my arms. But my nerves were very messed up, and it would’ve 
taken years of regenerative therapy that I couldn’t afford if I wanted to get full mobility back. 
So when Sam offered, I decided to go for it.” She turned her hands over in front of her, eyes 
tracing the intricate designs in the purple metal. “Jack didn’t have as much of a choice 
though.” 


It was then that Niki bent over, pulling her pant leg up to reveal the dragon tattoo on her shin 
once more. 


“Jack and I both have this. Phil did both of ours since I was pretty new to tattooing at the 
time, and didn’t feel ready to do them yet.” A fond smile flickered over her face as she traced 
the dragon with her finger. “That’s the story behind it though. Since you asked about it a 
while back.” 


The Pythia clenched his jaw. “I- I’m sorry for what I said. And I’m so sorry that happened-” 


“It’s okay,” Niki reassured him, not even letting him finish his apology. “You were in a shit 
situation, and I was asking you questions you didn’t want to answer. But things are different 
now, so I figured I could tell you.” 


In a way, nothing was different now from those first few days in the temple. The Pythia was 
still the Pythia. He was still a prisoner of the Deathlings. He still had no idea what Clara had 
in mind for his future from here. 


But at the same time, everything had changed. He’d had the opportunity to escape, but he 
hadn’t taken it. While he had no clue what Clara wanted from him, he wasn’t sure if he even 


wanted to know. The only thing that still held true was that he was the Pythia, because that 
was a fact that could never change. 


Except- 
Tommy didn’t think of him as the Pythia. To Tommy, he was Wilbur. 


It wasn’t true. He wasn’t Wilbur because there had never really been a Wilbur. But Tommy 
refused to acknowledge that. He just kept pushing forward, calling him by that name no 
matter how many times he protested it. 


The Pythia thought of everything Niki had just told him. How things were different now. 
“Pythia?” Niki asked, scooting closer. “Are you okay?” 


“In that conversation we had, when I first asked you about the dragon tattoo, you asked me if 
Pd wanted to become the Pythia when I was chosen,” he said, wrapping his arms around 
himself. “I didn’t want this. I was dragged off the streets by palace guards and told Clara had 
chosen me, but it was never something I agreed to.” 


A metal hand came to rest on his arm, and the coolness was a balm to the fire racing under 
his skin. 


“You don’t have to talk about this if you don’t want to. Just because I told you my story 
doesn’t mean you owe me anything back,” Niki told him softly. 


The Pythia shook his head. “No, it’s okay. I’ve already talked to Tommy a bit about this.” He 
took a shaky breath, focusing on Niki’s hand on his sleeve. “I was so scared. I didn’t 
understand why I’d been chosen, or why I had to give up my name, or why I didn’t have a 
say in any of it.” 


“I’m so sorry,” Niki whispered. “That sounds horrible.” 
The usual responses ran through the Pythia’s mind. 

Its Clara 5 Will. 

Its my purpose. 

Its the reason for my existence. 

He didn’t say any of them. 


Suddenly, the bird in his chest was slamming its beak against his ribs again. Hammering them 
over and over and over again like it was trying to tell him something. Like it wanted to break 
his ribs entirely, but couldn’t find the strength. 


A pressure formed in his throat. The words sat on the tip of his tongue, begging to be let out. 


“The person I used to be-” his breathing hitched, the hammering growing louder in his ears. 
“The name I used to go by- well, it’s not my name anymore. I gave it up. It’s- it’s not me but 
it used to be me and I just-” 


He wanted to tell Niki that name. The name that wasn’t his, but was spinning around his head 
all the same. He knew he shouldn’t. The more people that knew that name, the more he was 
going to damn himself. 


But he had a feeling the bird in his chest wasn’t going to stop tearing apart his insides until he 
forced the words out of his throat. 


“My name was Wilbur,” he whispered, the syllable of the name feeling foreign in his mouth. 
Immediately, the bird fell silent, and he let out a sigh of relief. 


A beat passed. Then another. His heart pounded in his ears as he waited for Niki to say 
something. 


“Wilbur,” she whispered back, warmth from her voice wrapping around the name like it was 
something precious. 


The bird crooned. He flinched. 
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“That’s- I gave that name up for Clara. It’d be against the Pythian tenets for anyone to use it, 
he clarified, the words tumbling out of him in a rush. “I- I just wanted you to know it.” 


He forced himself to look at Niki again, and his breath caught in his throat when he saw the 
pain reflected in her eyes. 


“That’s okay,” she told him, although he could practically feel the sadness in her words. 
“Thank you for telling me.” 


Another croon reverberated through his chest. For the first time all day, he felt a relieved 
smile tugging at the corners of his lips. When Niki smiled back, warmth bloomed in his 
chest, the ache in his ribs fading as if it had never been there in the first place. 


After that, the two fell into a comfortable silence. Niki readjusted the pillows on her mattress, 
resting her sketchbook on her legs so she could draw a few more designs. He settled himself 
beside her so he could watch her draw, but the emotional rollercoaster he’d gone through 
seemed to have worn him out, because it wasn’t long before his eyes started drooping. 


His anxiety had burnt itself out. Tommy was going to be back soon, but for now, Niki was 
here, and he was okay with that. He trusted her, and found himself drifting to sleep without a 
second thought. 


ooo 
He woke up to the sound of someone hammering on a door. 


“Niki! Niki, are you in there? You need to get out here!” 


The Pythia bolted upright, realizing he’d fallen asleep in Niki’s room. He whipped his head 
around and spotted Niki a few feet away from him, eyes shut and sketchbook sliding off her 
lap. 


Before the Pythia could try to wake her, the knocking got louder. 


“Niki!” The voice on the other side—which the Pythia was pretty sure belonged to Aimsey— 
shouted. 


At this, Niki jerked awake. She blinked a few times, jolting when she noticed the Pythia 
sitting beside her, only to relax a half a second later. 


“Aimsey? Is that you?” Niki called out, stumbling to her feet with the Pythia right behind. 
She opened the door to the bedroom, the Pythia rubbing at his eyes behind his blindfold as he 
peered over her shoulder to see what was going on. 


Sure enough, Aimsey stood on the other side. Their eyes were wide, cheeks blotchy as they 
took in the sleep-mussed state both of them were in. 


“What’s going on?” Niki asked, stifling a yawn with her hand. 

Aimsey clenched their jaw. “It’s Tommy and Jack. They’re back from the run.” 
There was no relief in Aimsey’s words. This wasn’t good news. 

Both of them stiffened, the haze of sleep dissipating in an instant. 

“Where?” Niki asked. 

“The main chamber. But-” 


Before Aimsey could finish their sentence, Niki was shoving past them and sprinting out of 
her room. The Pythia followed, his heart pounding in his ears as he tried to figure out what 
could’ve gone wrong. 


They’d made it back, so that should’ve been good news. But it wasn’t, which meant at least 
one of them was hurt. 


Fuck. Maybe they were both hurt. But it couldn’t be that bad if they’d made it back to the 
temple, right? 


The Pythia didn’t know. He didn’t know, but his heart was slamming against his ribs and the 
bird was screaming at him to run faster as he followed Niki down the hall and into the main 
chamber of the temple. 


Distantly, he realized he hadn’t been this scared since the night he’d been kidnapped. How 
ironic that the ice in his veins was no longer for himself, but for the very boy who’d dragged 
him down here in the first place. 


He spotted Tommy as soon as he ran into the main chamber, and a rock dropping into his 
stomach the second he laid eyes on him. 


Tommy was standing a bit in front of the main door, his face blank as his chest heaved up and 
down. His clothes were torn, and blood was splattered across the side of his face. He stared at 
nothing, ignoring the flurry of activity going on only a few feet away from him. 


Without thinking, the Pythia ran for him. 
“Tommy!” 
Suddenly, awareness flickered in Tommy’s eyes. Fuck. He was okay. He was alive. 


Completely forgetting about the other Deathlings, the Pythia slammed into Tommy, gasping 
for air as he hugged Tommy as tightly as he could. For a moment, Tommy didn’t react. He 
stayed as stiff as a board, his arms pinned to his sides. 


Right when he was considering pulling away though, a shudder ran down Tommy’s spine, 
and suddenly he was gripping the back of the Pythia’s sweater tight enough to tear it if 
someone tried to pull him away. 


“Are you okay?” He whispered into Tommy’s hair, pulling back to see his face. 


His eyes darted around the blood splatter, trying to see if it had come from Tommy or 
someone else. When he couldn’t see a source for the blood, another wave of relief washed 
over him. 


“The blood isn’t yours,” he said, waiting for Tommy to confirm. 


Tommy clenched his jaw and shook his head. “Some of it, but most of it no,” he said, quieter 
than he’d ever been. 


...something was still wrong. The realization hit him like a slap to the face, and he pulled 
back a bit more, running his hands down Tommy’s arms to see if he could find any other 
injuries. 


The rush of protectiveness was completely foreign to him, but he didn’t push it away. He let 
it make itself a home in his chest as he pushed Tommy’s jacket sleeves up, wincing when he 
saw more blood staining his hands. 


“What’s going on?” He asked, noticing bruises already forming on Tommy’s arms. “What 
happened?” 


Tommy took a breath. His eyes darted to the right, where the others had gathered around Jack 
for reasons the Pythia hadn’t bothered to find out yet. He could hear Niki’s panicked voice 
echoing over the others, but he was too focused on Tommy to make out what she was saying. 


Suddenly though, a new voice rang out above all the others. 


“He tried to kill me!” 


The Pythia whipped his head over and saw Jack—with a torn jacket and blood smeared 
across the side of his face—pointing a shaky finger at the two of them. 


“Tommy tried to fucking kill me!” 


The rock in his stomach grew larger as he looked back to Tommy, and noticed that he wasn’t 
saying anything to defend himself. 


He risked another glance back over at Jack, and saw Niki wrapping her arm around his 
shoulders to help him up. For the briefest of moments, their eyes met. 


Betrayal. That was the only thing he could see flashing through Niki’s gaze. 


The bird fell dead silent. 
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It was quiet enough to hear a pin drop as Jack’s accusation hung in the air above their heads. 


The Pythia glanced between Tommy and Jack, struggling to match what he’d just heard with 
the scene going on in front of him. There was blood dripping down Jack’s face from what 
looked like a gash on his forehead, and one of his legs seemed to be twisted in a way that 
would definitely have made him pass out from the pain if it wasn’t a prosthetic. He had one 
arm wrapped around Niki’s shoulder, but his mismatched eyes were focused solely on 
Tommy. 


He’d never seen Jack genuinely angry before, but it was a terrifying thing. The fire burning 
behind his eyes was red hot, and the Pythia wondered how Tommy hadn’t shrunk back from 
it. 

Then, he looked back at Tommy. 


Tommy was swaying on his feet, his jaw clenched and hands curled into fists at his sides as 
he was pinned under Jack’s glare. A long silence stretched between the two of them, all eyes 
in the room soon following Jack’s example to land on Tommy. They were waiting. 


And waiting. 


And waiting. 


“Tommy?” 


Phil’s voice broke through the tension, and Tommy flinched at the sound of his name. Phil 
was standing a few feet away from Jack, his brows furrowed like he wasn’t sure what he was 
witnessing. 


“Tommy,” Phil repeated again, taking a step towards him. Without thinking, the Pythia 
moved closer to Tommy’s side. “Is this true?” 


Another beat. Then, Tommy gave a small nod. 
And just like that, chaos broke. 


“What the fuck, Tommy?!” Niki exclaimed, her voice cracking as she jumped to her feet. The 
Pythia tensed, but before Niki could move towards them, Techno was placing a hand on her 
shoulder. 


“Niki-” 


“No! He tried to kill my best friend and I want to know why!” Niki shouted, ripping her arm 
out of Techno’s grip. “This- This is insane! He’s insane! This-” 


”Niki, ” Techno repeated, louder this time. “We’ll figure out what happened later. Right now, 
we need to get Jack to the infirmary. Can you help me carry him?” 


It was obviously a ploy to keep Niki’s attention away from Tommy until she could calm 
down. Niki herself seemed to know this, but Techno’s words still made her pause. 


She glanced between Jack and Tommy, her eyes starting to shine with tears as she took in the 
blood dried across Jack’s face, and the sorry state his leg was in. 


The Pythia noticed how she didn’t look at him once. It was as if he’d turned invisible the 
moment he moved next to Tommy. 


“Fine,” she forced out after a moment. “Get him out of my sight though.” 


Tommy flinched again. Phil looked as though he wanted to reach out, but before he could 
move closer to them- 


“Phil, can you help us?” Techno called out. “We need someone to balance him.” 


Phil spared one last look at Tommy, before sighing and moving back to help Jack. Everyone 
seemed to be rushing around as they worked together to get Jack to his feet, with Jack 
shouting out in pain and Niki whispering reassurances. Everyone was moving. Everyone was 
talking. Everyone was focused on Jack. 


Except for the Pythia. 


Tommy had never been this quiet before. He wasn’t moving as he watched Jack get yanked to 
his feet. His face wasn’t changing, and the Pythia was fairly sure he hadn’t even blinked. It 


was almost like he was a shell, and the realization made another jolt of fear echo through the 
Pythia’s chest. 


He needed to get Tommy out of here. Away from the noise and the accusations and anger. 


It was strange how easily the Pythia slipped his fingers into Tommy’s again. He didn’t think 
as he led Tommy out of the main chamber, and he didn’t consider the consequences of 
dragging Tommy away from this mess right now. None of it mattered to him. At that 
moment, all he could think about was getting Tommy away from Niki and Jack. 


“Do you wanna go to your room or mine?” He asked quietly as he and Tommy made their 
way to the bedrooms. 


Tommy blinked. For a moment, the Pythia didn’t know if he was going to respond. 
Then, so low he could barely hear it, 

“Mine.” 

Okay. He could do that. 


The cacophony of voices faded behind them as they turned down the corridor. Tommy’s hand 
was barely gripping his own, but the Pythia refused to let go. He guided Tommy to the door 
with a cow painted across the front and wondered if he was going to need a passcode to get 
in. But when he tried the handle, the door opened up without a fight, and the Pythia breathed 
a sigh of relief. 


It was only after he stepped through the doorway that he realized this was the first time he 
was properly seeing Tommy’s room. 


The last time he’d been in Tommy’s room was during his escape attempt, which made his 
throat close up whenever he thought back to that night. He’d been in a haze of panic and 
hadn’t taken the time to register what Tommy’s room actually looked like, so it was as if he 
was seeing it for the first time as he guided Tommy to sit down on his bed. 


The one thing he’d noticed the first time he’d been in there were multi-colored clouds painted 
across the walls. They were puffy and perfectly-shaped, shimmering in shades of orange, 
pink, purple, and blue. Above their heads, there were also stars painted across the ceiling, 
although there were only a few spattered here and there compared to the starry ceiling outside 
of Niki’s tattoo parlor. Even still, the silver and gold paint glittered in the pale light, making 
them look as though they were twinkling. Like they were alive. 


The painted stars were moving, but Tommy was not. Every step he took was robotic. As if 
he’d forgotten how to walk, and was only managing it by following the Pythia’s example. He 
led Tommy over to the thin mattress and blankets piled in the corner, pushing on his 
shoulders so he would sit down. 


The Pythia let go of Tommy’s hand so he could crouch in front of him. “Where are you 
hurt?” 


Tommy looked down at himself, at the bruises dotting his arms and the blood staining his 
fingers like he hadn’t even realized it was there. Slowly, he lifted his hands and patted his 
own chest, wincing when he brushed the side of his torso. 


His hands shook as he lifted the edge of his shirt up, revealing a small gash on his side 
stained with blood. 


The Pythia sucked in a breath between his teeth. “Shit, did a knife do that?” 


Tommy shook his head. “No.” He paused, brows furrowing like he was struggling to 
remember what happened. “It was, uh, glass I think. I had to crawl through a broken window 
at one point.” 


“Fuck, Tommy,” the Pythia muttered, leaning in closer to see the wound. It wasn’t actively 
bleeding anymore, and while he wasn’t a doctor, he was pretty sure that was a good sign. It 
still needed treatment though. “Okay, that’s- we’ll deal with that. Is there anything else?” 


The Pythia was surprised at how calm he was. He’d never had to deal with a situation like 
this before, and while he knew he should’ve been more worried about what Jack had said, he 
couldn’t find it in himself to care right now. Because Tommy was injured, and if everyone 
else was going to be swarming Jack, he could at least make sure Tommy got patched up as 
well. 


“Nothing serious,” Tommy said after a few moments, eyeing the scrapes on his non- 
prosthetic hand. 


“Then this blood-” he reached up, gently grabbing Tommy’s chin to turn his blood-spattered 
cheek towards him. “It’s from Jack?” 


Tommy tensed. Then he nodded. 


The Pythia let out a slow breath, dropping his hand from Tommy’s face. He still had no idea 
what happened there, but he wasn’t really worried about that at the moment. Right now he 
was dealing with things one at a time. 


A quick glance around Tommy’s room told him that there were no bandages or disinfectant in 
there. That meant he was going to have to get it from somewhere else. And of course, the 
most logical place to get those things would be from Ponk’s infirmary. 


“Stay here,” he told Tommy, already heading for the door. “I’m gonna go get some stuff to 
patch you up with.” 


“The infirmary is next to Sam’s workshop,” Tommy told him, his eyes glazed over as he 
stared at the wall. He nodded, shooting Tommy one last concerned look before forcing 
himself to hurry out the door. 


His stomach twisted itself into knots as he walked down the corridor and back into the main 
chamber of the temple. There were so many questions bouncing around his head right now. 
Of course he wanted to know what the fuck happened to make Tommy try to kill Jack, but he 


also wanted to know if they’d run into police. He wanted to know how they’d gotten their 
injuries. He wanted to know if Jack had fought back, or if Tommy had taken him by surprise. 


Too many questions that only Tommy and Jack could answer. But neither of them were ina 
state to do so, which meant- 


Wait. 


The Pythia stopped dead in his tracks underneath the statue of Kristin. The main chamber 
was empty now, with the group presumably having gone to the infirmary to stay close to 
Jack. 


The main chamber of the temple was empty, except for the Pythia. 
The Pythia was alone. 


Up until now, the Pythia had always moved around the temple with a guard at his side. The 
only time he hadn’t done that was during his escape attempt. But right now, Tommy was back 
in his room, and Niki was in the infirmary with Jack. There was no guard at his shoulder. 


He’d been so focused on taking care of Tommy, the Pythia hadn’t realized that he just eft 
Tommy’s room on his own. Now he wondered if Tommy had understood that when he 
watched him leave—if Tommy trusted that he wasn’t going to go anywhere, or if he was too 
out of it to even fully register what was going on. 


The Pythia’s eyes flickered to the vault door that sat at the opposite end of the chamber from 
Kristin’s statue. 


It was unguarded. Unguarded, but shut and locked like it always was unless someone was 
coming or going. If the Pythia tried to escape right now, it would probably be a futile attempt. 


...maybe Clara would want him to try anyway. There was always the possibility that in the 
chaos of everything, someone had forgotten to lock the door when they shut it again. 


The chance was low. But it was there. 
But it’s not like he cared either way. 
Goosebumps rose along his arms as he continued making his way to Ponk’s infirmary. 


He passed through the next hall, leaving the main chamber behind. He could hear voices 
echoing in the distance, and the closer he got to Niki’s tattoo parlor and Sam’s workshop, the 
louder they became. 


It turned out that Ponk’s infirmary was right next to Sam’s workshop. The door had been 
propped open, with light far brighter than the dim purple glow he’d grown used to shining 
out from it. The Pythia stepped into the doorway, eyes darting around to take in the room. 


The infirmary had the same layout as Niki’s tattoo parlor, with even the same stone bed 
pressed against a wall. Several more comfortable-looking cots had been shoved into the room 


as well, while dozens of floating lights hovered near the ceiling. 


Several people were crowded around a single cot, which the Pythia guessed Jack was in, but 
wasn’t sure since he couldn’t see him through the bodies. He could just make out Ponk bent 
over the head of the cot, his brows furrowed in concentration as he did... something that the 
Pythia couldn’t see from this angle. He spotted the back of Niki’s head on the other side of 
the bed, sitting on a flimsy-looking chair with her hands twisting in her lap. Phil stood beside 
Niki with a hand resting on her shoulder, while Sam had positioned himself at the end of the 
bed, his face cut into a deep frown. 


Then, standing closest to the door and subsequently closest to him, was Techno. 
Techno, who noticed the Pythia the same time he noticed him. 


The two stared at each other for a moment, Techno blinking like he’d been the last person 
he’d been expecting to show up. 


“Uh, can I help you?” Techno asked after a moment. 
Shit. 


“Tommy’s got a few minor injuries,” he said before he could think twice. “I came here to get 
some bandages and disinfectant.” 


Techno considered this for a moment, his eyes flickering between the Pythia and the others in 
the infirmary. 


“Go wait outside. I’ll bring them out.” 


The Pythia gladly took the out he was given, stepping away from the door and out of sight of 
everyone else. Emotions were still running high, and he didn't want to distract Ponk from his 
work on Jack by reminding him or Niki of Tommy again. 


It only took a minute of waiting before Techno stepped out with a small first aid kit in his 
hand. When his eyes landed on the Pythia, he paused, eyes darting around before falling back 
on him. 


“Where’s Tommy?” He asked. 

...fuck. 

“In his room,” the Pythia explained, shifting his weight from foot to foot. 
Techno stared at him. “So you walked over here on your own?” 
Clenching his jaw, the Pythia nodded. “Uh, yeah.” 


Seconds ticked on, the tension crackling in the air between them. Techno’s eyes were 
narrowed, like he wasn’t sure whether to be upset about this or not. 


“Let me walk back over with you,” Techno said after nearly a minute. “I wanna see how 
Tommy’s doing anyway.” 


Yeah, that was fair. 


Taking the first aid kit from Techno’s hands, the Pythia started back down the corridor, while 
Techno followed close behind. The two were silent as they passed through the main chamber. 
With every step, he could feel Techno’s eyes burning a hole into the back of his skull, like he 
was waiting for him to make a break for the exit. 


Their footsteps echoed off the walls, creating a disjointed rhythm that was anything but 
soothing. The Pythia kept his hands wrapped tightly around the first aid kit. His only focus 
right now was taking care of Tommy. 


He held the door open for Techno as they made their way back into Tommy’s room. Tommy 
hadn’t moved from his spot on the bed, but when he looked over to see who the Pythia had 
brought back with him, some of the fog dissipated from his eyes. 


“Techno?” He asked, frowning as the two of them approached the bed. 

“Hey,” Techno said, crouching down in front of Tommy. “You doing alright?” 
Tommy blinked, before looking back at the wall. “I’m fine.” 

Techno raised an eyebrow. “Really? Because you’re kinda covered in blood.” 
“Most is Jack’s,” Tommy shrugged, his voice strained. 

“But some is yours,” Techno countered. “Let me see what we’re workin’ with.” 


Although Tommy seemed like he didn’t want to show Techno, it only took a single look for 
Tommy’s resolve to shrivel up. He sighed and lifted his shirt again, showing Techno the gash 
he got from the glass. 


Techno’s brows furrowed. “Ouch. That looks like it stings.” 
Tommy shrugged again, although the movement made him wince. 


“I don’t think it’s deep enough to need stitches, but I’m gonna have to disinfect it,” Techno 
told him, already digging around the first aid kit. “Pythia, do you wanna clean those scrapes 
on his hand while I handle this?” 


The Pythia jolted when Techno addressed him. When Techno had said he was coming with, 
the Pythia assumed he wouldn’t want him anywhere near Tommy’s injuries. 


He was strangely relieved that wasn’t the case. 


“Yeah, of course,” he muttered, waiting for Techno to finish pouring disinfectant on a cotton 
round. 


When Techno handed him the bottle, he grabbed his own cotton round, hands shaking as he 
poured the liquid on it. The sharp smell of chemicals stung his nose, but he ignored it as he 
gently took Tommy’s hand in his own, eyeing the scrapes painting his knuckles. 


Techno started patting the cotton round on Tommy’s side, and he let out a hiss of pain. 


“Do you want me to wait until Techno is done disinfecting the other one?” The Pythia asked, 
keeping his voice low. 


Gritting his teeth, Tommy shook his head. “No just-” another wince. “Just do it at the same 
time.” 


Nodding, the Pythia took a deep breath to try and steady his hands. Then, he began to dab the 
cotton over the scrapes. Tommy flinched when the cotton touched his fingers, but didn’t 
make a sound as he and Techno worked in parallel to clean off Tommy’s wounds. He tried to 
be as gentle as possible, not wanting to make this any worse for Tommy than it already was. 


While he’d never cleaned off a wound before, the scrapes weren’t bad. There was just dirt 
lingering on his skin that needed to be wiped off. 


Techno poured some more disinfectant onto a new cotton round. Tommy bit back a whimper 
when he resumed cleaning the gash. 


“You're almost done,” the Pythia reassured Tommy. “Just try to breathe through the pain.” 


Tommy sucked in a lungful of air right as the Pythia said this, as if he’d forgotten all about 
breathing until the reminder. He let out the breath slowly, his shoulders slumping as Techno 
finally moved the cotton round away. 


One glance at Tommy’s hand told the Pythia that his scrapes were clean as well, and he set 
the cotton round aside to reach for some pain relief ointment. He could feel Techno’s eyes 
lingering on him, like he was confused about what he was seeing. But the Pythia ignored him 
as he focused on spreading the ointment over the scrapes. Then, he grabbed a few bandages 
and began to wrap them around Tommy’s fingers, while Techno tore open a larger bandage to 
place over the gash. 


They worked in silence for another minute. Once both he and Techno were finished placing 
the bandages, Techno shoved the trash in his pockets before closing up the first aid kit. 


The Pythia glanced at the first aid kit and then back at Tommy’s face, which was still stained 
with blood. 


“Do you have a washcloth or something?” 
Tommy furrowed his brows. “Uh, in my bathroom I think.” 


Nodding, the Pythia got to his feet and walked over to the bathroom. It was identical to his 
own—only holding a sink and a toilet. But thankfully, there was also a small cloth hanging 
over the edge of the sink. He ran some water over it, squeezing out the excess before walking 
back in to sit in front of Tommy again. 


“Here, you should clean your face off,” he said, holding out the damp cloth to Tommy. 


Tommy stared at the cloth for a moment, like he wasn’t sure what to do with it. As the 
seconds ticked on with Tommy making no move to take it, the Pythia spared a glance at 
Techno before sighing and reaching for his face. 


“Hold still then,” he muttered, ignoring the weight of Techno’s stare as he carefully began to 
wipe the dried blood off Tommy’s cheek. 


The blood stained the beige cloth a deep, brownish red color. He was careful not to tug on 
Tommy’s skin too much, ignoring the pit that was forming in his gut the longer Tommy 
stared at the wall, barely reacting to what was going on around him. 


Suddenly, the door to the bedroom creaked open. 


“Hey, what’s-” Phil cut himself off the moment his eyes landed on the Pythia, his gaze 
flickering between the washcloth he had in his hand, and the blood slowly being cleaned off 
of Tommy’s face. 


“It’s okay, Phil,” Techno cut in right as Phil’s eyes narrowed. “He’s just cleaning the blood 
off Tommy’s face.” 


A beat passed. The suspicion didn’t disappear from Phil’s gaze, but he didn’t tell him to get 
away from Tommy. 


The Pythia took that as a sign to resume what he was doing. 


“T was just coming in here to see how you were doing, Tom,” Phil said as he walked over, 
crouching down on the other side of the Pythia. “Is everything okay?” 


Tommy blinked, his cheek bright red but no longer covered in blood as the Pythia pulled the 
washcloth away from his skin. “I wasn’t seriously hurt.” 


Phil frowned. “Let me see.” 
“Techno can tell you-” 
“Let me see,” Phil repeated, his words taking on a sharp edge. 


Huffing, Tommy turned so Phil could see the side that was injured, and tugged the edge of his 
shirt up to show Techno’s bandaging job. 


The bandage Techno had placed covered the gash completely. There was a bit of blood 
seeping through, but it seemed slow enough that it was going to stop fairly soon. While Phil 
narrowed his eyes at the wound, the Pythia found his own gaze being drawn to something 
else. 


He hadn’t noticed it until now, but part of Tommy’s ribs were visible with his shirt lifted like 
this. And on his ribs, the Pythia noticed a tattoo he hadn’t seen before. 


It was a vine. A leafy vine that was drawn in a way where it seemed to be snaking ‘under’ his 
rib and back over it again. Although the Pythia only saw one side of his torso, he guessed that 
the vine wrapped around the entirety of his chest. 


Was that new? Or was that an older tattoo he just hadn’t seen before? 


Before he could think about it too much, Tommy dropped the edge of his shirt again, and 
Phil’s voice startled him out of his thoughts. 


“That’s it? Nothing more serious?” Phil pushed. 
Tommy shook his head. “No. That was the worst of it.” 


Letting out a slow breath, Phil leaned back and nodded. The relief on his face was plain to 
see, even if there was still tension lining his shoulders. 


Silence fell over the group again. The Pythia resisted the urge to shrink away from Phil, who 
was sitting so close their shoulders were nearly brushing. Instead, he let his knee bump 
against Tommy’s, and Tommy immediately shifted his leg closer. 


A minute passed. Tommy squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, before he straightened his 
shoulders to look up at Phil. 


“Are you going to ask?” 


It was the loudest Tommy had spoken since he got back to the temple. His voice was hoarse, 
but he didn’t flinch as Phil’s eyes met his own. 


“Are you okay to talk about it right now?” Phil questioned. 


Tommy clenched his jaw, eyes darting to the ground again. “I mean, I’m gonna have to 
explain it eventually,” he said, wrapping his arms around himself. “Might as well do it while 
it’s fresh.” 


Techno and Phil shared an unreadable look. 
“Do you want him to leave?” Phil then asked, gesturing to the Pythia. 


The Pythia’s heart skipped a beat at the idea of leaving Tommy when he was so out of it, but 
if Tommy didn’t want him to hear his, of course he would go. 


To his surprise though, Tommy shook his head. 
“No. I want him here,” he said, his eyes locking on the blindfold. 


Relief washed over the Pythia as he reached out a hand as a silent offer. Tommy didn’t 
hesitate, and his metal fingers were cool against his own. 


“Okay. Then yeah, we’d like to know what went down out there,” Techno continued, only 
letting his eyes linger on their linked hands for a moment before focusing on Tommy’s face. 


“Jack said you tried to kill him, and you agreed with that.” 


Tommy’s breathing hitched as he nodded again, shoulders curling further in on himself. 
“Yeah, I did.” He paused to collect himself, and the Pythia squeezed his fingers. “It wasn’t- I 
wasn’t trying- well, I was, but-” 


He cut himself off. The Pythia’s chest ached. 
“Just start from the beginning,” Phil said, his voice soft. 


“We ran into the cops,” Tommy began, forcing himself to look up again. “Things were going 
fine, until the cops showed up out of fucking nowhere. Usually we get at least, like, some 
kind of warning from the sensors, but there wasn’t jack shit this time. One minute we were 
fine, and the next we had fucking guns pointed at us!” 


The Pythia flinched after hearing that, but Tommy kept going. 


“We didn’t have time to grab anything. We just had to run. There were only a few of them, 
but they were blocking the way out so I had to smash a window. We crawled onto the fire 
escape and managed to get to the roof, but the pigs fuckin’ followed us up there too.” 
Tommy’s eyes were shut again, and he was shaking his head as he ran through the memory. 
“Me and Jack were running across the rooftops to try and lose them, but these pricks just 
wouldn’t let up. We kept running but Jack’s legs were giving him shit, and my lungs were 
starting to fuck up, and soon we were fucking cornered.” 


Tommy’s hand was squeezing his own tight enough to bruise now, but the Pythia didn’t pull 
away. 


“And the thing is- you know how these guys are. I don’t think they knew we were 
Deathlings, but they were still talking about how inconvenient it was gonna be to drag us off 
the roof and back to the station. Me and Jack were hidden behind some electrical boxes right 
on the edge of the roof at this point, but they knew we were back there. They were just 
waiting for us to make a break for it so they’d have an excuse to shoot us.” 


His voice cracked on that last part, and from the corner of his eye, the Pythia saw Phil wince. 


“I just- I couldn’t stop thinking about how it was a no win situation. If we tried to run, they 
were going to shoot us. If we let them arrest us, once they saw our tattoos they’d kill us so it 
didn’t get leaked to the press or anything. And that’s if they didn’t try to interrogate us first.” 
His shoulders were shaking now, and Techno reached out a hand to rest on Tommy’s arm. 


Tommy flinched away from the touch, and Techno quickly pulled back. Still, Tommy didn’t 
let go of the Pythia’s hand. 


“I was freaking the fuck out. I didn’t want the cops to get a chance to question us, but I didn’t 
want to get shot by those bastards either.” He took a shaky breath. “Jack was still trying to 
brainstorm ways we could escape but I just- I knew it was fucking hopeless. I knew it and he 
didn’t and he wouldn’t listen to me when I said it was and I- I-” 


Another pause. 


“T pushed him,” Tommy confessed, his whisper sounding like a gunshot in the silence. “I 
didn’t think. I just didn’t want to give those assholes the satisfaction of killing us. If we were 
going to see Kristin, I thought we should do it on our own terms, so I pushed Jack off the roof 
and then I jumped after him.” 


Oh. 


All three of them stared at Tommy for a long moment. Silence hung over them like a cloud, 
the lightning inside just waiting to strike. 


“The fall wasn’t high enough?” Techno asked after nearly two minutes. 


Tommy nodded. “I- I didn’t see it when I jumped, we couldn’t from the angle we were at, but 
we landed in a fucking dumpster. I think Jack clipped his head on some glass in there which 
is how he got that nasty cut that bled all over the fucking place, and his leg probably hit 
something on the way down but- but I don’t know. My lungs fucked up again when all the air 
got knocked out of them, so I was just laying there suffocating and praying to Kristin that the 
cops wouldn’t be able to see that we survived the fall from up on the roof.” 


“And they didn’t,” Phil concluded. 


“No, they didn’t see us. They left after that, and once I could move again I tried to help Jack 
out of the dumpster and he started screaming at me,” Tommy said, clenching his jaw. “I tried 
to explain why I did that but he just- he didn’t care. He just kept saying I tried to kill him.” 


“Because you did,” Phil agreed, making Tommy flinch. 


“Yeah, I did,” he muttered. “But we were gonna die either way. I figured it was better to go 
out on our own terms.” 


“But that’s not what you did,” Techno cut in, his words gentle, but firm. “Jack wasn’t going 
out on his own terms. He was going out on your terms. You didn’t give him a choice, you just 
made the decision for him.” 


“T know but-” 


“We know it wasn’t coming from a place of malice,” Phil interrupted, “but that’s a violation 
of Death’s Laws. You can’t decide for another Deathling when they’re going to die.” 


Tommy nodded. “I know. I just wasn’t thinking straight.” 


Phil and Techno shared another look. There was something almost like guilt flashing in Phil’s 
eyes, like he felt responsibility for what Tommy had done. And in a way, the Pythia supposed 
Phil was. Because he’d questioned Tommy’s casual attitude towards Death before, and it 
seemed like the consequences of this were starting to rear their heads. 


Then, Phil sighed and moved forward, the Pythia letting go of Tommy’s hand to let Phil wrap 
his arms around Tommy and pull him into a hug. 


“T’m so fucking glad you’re okay,” he whispered into Tommy’s hair. “And I’m not saying I 
don’t understand why you did it, because I do. But you fucked up, Tom. I think you know 
that.” 


Nodding again, Tommy buried his face into Phil’s shoulder, and Phil ran a hand up and down 
his back. 


“Me and Techno are gonna have to talk some things over, so I think it’Il be best if you avoid 
Jack for the time being.” 


“And Niki,” Techno chimed in. “I think she’s about ready to take your head off.” 
“Probably,” Tommy muttered, his voice muffled by Phil’s shirt. 


After another moment, Tommy pulled back from the hug, wrapping his arms around himself 
and leaning his back against the wall. He glanced between Phil, Techno, and the Pythia, his 
face now startlingly pale without the blood smeared across it. 


“You should try to get some rest, mate,” Phil then said, pushing to his feet. “You’ve had a 
long day.” 


Tommy rested his chin on his knees. “Alright.” 


Phil stood above Tommy, looking unsure as to if he should leave or not. After another beat, 
Techno reached out, squeezing Tommy’s shoulder. 


“T’m glad you’re okay, kid,” he murmured, before standing up as well. 
Tommy only hummed in response. 


Phil and Techno’s eyes then landed on the Pythia, who was still sitting in front of Tommy. 
The Pythia clenched his jaw, glancing between them and Tommy as he debated whether or 
not to argue with them. 


But... Tommy seemed tired. And the Pythia didn’t want to make him feel worse than he 
already did. 


His knees protested as he pushed to his feet. He gave Tommy a small nod, but Tommy’s eyes 
had fallen back to the ground. Worry twisted in his gut again, but it didn’t seem like Techno 
and Phil were too keen to let him stay here with Tommy when he was so out of it. 


Techno unlocked the door between their rooms. He didn’t say anything to the Pythia, his face 
set in a deep frown like he was lost in his own thoughts. 


Then, the door slammed shut, and the Pythia was alone. Again. 


For a few minutes, the Pythia just stood there, unsure of what to do with himself. There was 
so much that had just happened, and none of it was even relevant to him. It didn’t stop him 
from thinking about it all the same. It didn’t stop him from turning Tommy’s story over and 


over again in his mind, noting the nausea that rose in his throat thinking of the impossible 
choice Tommy had been forced to make. 


He should’ve been upset with Tommy. Horrified, even. The rumors he’d always heard about 
the Deathlings sounded exactly like that. That they had such a flippant attitude towards 
Death, they would kill each other without a second thought if they thought it would please 
their goddess. 


But this wasn’t a faceless, terrifying Deathling he’d been told stories about. This was Tommy. 


Tommy had been scared. He thought he was going to die, and wanted to give him and Jack a 
better death than at the hands of the police. The way he went about it was wrong, but his 
intent was anything but malicious. 


And for that, the Pythia couldn’t find it in himself to be mad at Tommy. 


More than anything, he was just worried about Tommy. He’d never seen him so quiet before. 
His eyes had never looked so faded—not even after the Pythia tried to kill him. 


The Pythia sat on the edge of his own bed, eyes fixed on the door between his and Tommy’s 
rooms like if he stared long enough, he’d be able to see through it. The worry gnawed at his 
insides like a dying animal. Tommy could take care of himself. He knew that. But he’d just 

looked... broken. 


Minutes ticked by. Maybe an hour. The Pythia couldn’t tell. He was too lost in thought, 
wondering what tomorrow was going to be like. How their routine was going to change yet 
again. 


As if he summoned it through sheer force of will, a knock at the shared door between his and 
Tommy’s rooms jolted him out of his thoughts. 


“Hey,” Tommy’s soft voice called through the door. “You still awake?” 


There was a shyness in Tommy’s words that the Pythia wasn’t used to hearing from him. 
Hesitation—like he was prepared to be rejected for a question he hadn’t even asked yet. 


“T’m awake,” he called back. There was a pause, and the Pythia continued with, “do you 
wanna come in?” 


The door creaked open, like Tommy had just been waiting for the okay. He poked his head in, 
eyes darting around until they found the Pythia sitting on the edge of his bed. Blinking a few 
times, Tommy walked over to sit beside him. 


He was silent for a few moments. The Pythia waited for him to speak. 
“T couldn’t sleep,” he finally admitted, eyes fixed on his lap. 


“Yeah, I can’t imagine it’d be easy to sleep after all that,” the Pythia murmured. 


Nodding, Tommy wrung his hands together, the bandages wrapped around his fingers already 
starting to fray. 


“I understand why you did it,” the Pythia then said, wanting Tommy to know he wasn’t upset 
with him. “I mean, of course I don’t agree with it. But I understand why you thought that was 
the best option at the time.” 


“You don’t have to lie to me,” Tommy scoffed, his shoulders curling in. “I know you hate that 
kind of Deathling shit.” 


There was an unsaid part of his words that the Pythia didn’t miss. J know you hate that kind 
of Deathling shit was Tommy implying that the Pythia might hate him for what he did. For 
being the Deathling stereotype he used to criticize so vocally. 


“No Tommy, I understand,” he said, scooting closer so their shoulders were brushing. “I don’t 
think you’re a bad person for doing what you did.” 


“Niki thinks Iam,” Tommy pointed out, wrapping his arms around his knees. “And Phil and 
Techno probably do too.” 


“Niki... well, she might think that, yeah,” he relented, remembering the fury burning in her 
eyes. “But Phil and Techno don’t.” 


Tommy scoffed again. “Yeah, they do.” 


“Trust me, they don’t,” he pushed. “But even if they did, I don’t think it would change how 
much those two care about you.” 


Although Tommy seemed doubtful, he nodded anyway. 
A few beats ticked by. 


“You're being a lot nicer about this than I thought you’d be,” Tommy admitted, his voice 
small. 


He couldn’t blame Tommy. A month ago, this would’ve been something that sent him reeling 
back, cursing himself for getting so close to Tommy and forgetting what he was. 


But this wasn’t a month ago. Things had changed. 

“Considering we’ve both managed to move past you kidnapping me and me trying to kill 
you, I’d be surprised if there’s anything either of us could do to truly piss the other off,” he 
joked, although it was a weak attempt. 


Tommy snorted. “Let’s see if you say that after I try to push you off a roof.” 


“That would just be you getting even with me for the murder attempt,” he shot back, nudging 
Tommy’s shoulder. 


A small smile flickered across Tommy’s face at that, although it was gone almost as quickly 
as it appeared. More silence hung between them, although it wasn’t suffocating by any 
means. It was... calm. Comfortable, even. A space for Tommy to breathe. 


“Wilbur?” Tommy then said, looking up to meet his blindfold. 
“Yeah?” 

A pause. Tommy let out a soft huff. 

“You responded to your name.” 

Oh. 


The bird perked up, and he waited for the nausea. For the anxiety to twist his gut. For the 
dread and fear and everything that came with Tommy pointing things like that out. 


It never did though. His worry was solely focused on Tommy right now, and it seemed like 
nothing could break that. Not even his responsibility to Clara. 


Right now, he couldn’t even find it in himself to be upset about that. 


Wilbur was a part of himself he gave up a long time ago. He’d locked the name in the back of 
his mind, and even though he’d grown numb to hearing Tommy say it, he still felt distant 
from that person he used to be. Someone who didn’t know he was hollow inside. Someone 
who thought the breath that flowed through his lungs was his own, and didn’t belong to 
anyone else. 


The Pythia wasn’t made to be comforting. He was empty. A vessel that was supposed to sit 
above the common problems of humanity. 


In contrast, Tommy was so utterly human. He was loud and abrasive, an overflowing cup of 
things like life, excitement, anger, fear—he was everything the Pythia wasn’t. There was 
nothing hollow about Tommy. 


Right now though, Tommy was depleted. His eyes were glazed over and his hands were 
shaking. He didn’t need an empty vessel right now. He needed a person to tell him everything 
was going to be okay. 


For right now, he could be Wilbur. For Tommy. 


“T could tell you off for calling me that if you want,” Wilbur joked, lightly elbowing him in 
the side. 


Tommy elbowed him back, another brief smile flashing across his face. “I think I’ve heard 
enough of your complaining to last me a lifetime, man.” 


“I complain a perfectly normal amount for someone in my situation,” Wilbur shot back. 


“Why? Because you were kidnapped?” Tommy teased. 


Wilbur rolled his eyes despite Tommy not being able to see it. “No. Because I have to eat 
fucking soyeggs every day.” 


“You’re so dramatic, Wil,” Tommy huffed. “Also, your opinion on food and shit doesn’t 
count because you literally drank moontane.” 


“Oh do not bring this up again-” 


The two fell into their usual pattern of bickering for the next few minutes. Although there 
was a certain nervousness to Tommy’s jabs that wasn’t usually there, and although they were 
both going a bit soft on each other compared to their normal verbal sparring, it was far closer 
to normalcy than Wilbur had expected it to be. 


Soon, the conversation slowed down. Wilbur readjusted himself against his pillow, and 
Tommy’s head soon fell onto his shoulder. They murmured a few more jokes to each other as 
Tommy dozed, and it wasn’t long before Tommy was snoring against his side. 


Once again, Wilbur was struck with just how young Tommy looked when he was asleep. 
How this was an eighteen year old who had been put in more impossible positions than 
people twice his age had. 


Instead of waking Tommy up so he could go back to his own room, Wilbur decided to deal 
with the headache and kept the blindfold on as he slumped further back against his pillows, 
careful not to jostle Tommy too much. 


“Goodnight, Tommy,” Wilbur whispered, although he knew Tommy wouldn’t hear him. 


When morning came, the Pythia would open his eyes, and the bird would resume its pecking 
and shrieking to make itself known. 


But for now, the bird was content. It crooned as it settled in for the night, with Wilbur doing 
the same. 


Wilbur let his eyes flutter shut, and fell asleep to a birdsong only he could hear. 
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The next morning, the Pythia woke up to the feeling of someone shifting against his side. 


“Tommy?” He mumbled, blinking open his eyes and being startled when he realized he was 
still wearing his blindfold. He could see Tommy getting up beside him, and struggled to 
remember why Tommy had fallen asleep in his room in the first place. “Where’re you 
going?” 


Tommy got to his feet, arms wrapped around himself as he rolled out his neck. “Bathhouse. I 
still got, like, blood and stuff on me so I wanna go wash it off.” 


Wait, why would Tommy have blood on- 


The events of the day before came back all at once. He blinked a few times to try and burn 
away the haze in his head, and noticed how despite looking a bit less exhausted than he had 
last night, there was still something grim sitting in Tommy’s eyes. 


“Okay,” the Pythia muttered, sitting up against his pillows. “Are you good or-” 


“Yeah, I’m fine,” Tommy said, although he was shifting his weight like he was nervous about 
something. “It’s really early anyway, so I figured less people would be around.” 


Oh. Even half-asleep, the Pythia could pick up on what Tommy was worried about. 


“Do you want me to stand outside to, like, guard it or something?” He asked, distantly 
thinking about how in a way, the roles between them had suddenly reversed. 


Although Tommy snorted at the offer, the Pythia didn’t miss the consideration that flashed 
over his face, at least for a brief moment. 


“No,” he said after a beat. “In case you forgot, I’m your guard, so that wouldn’t really work 
anyway.” 


“Tommy, c’mon.” 
Another beat. Tommy’s weak smile fell away, but he shook his head again. 


“I’m fine, I swear. Go back to sleep. I'll be back in a bit to wake you up for breakfast,” 
Tommy said, turning to head towards the door. 


The Pythia sighed as he slumped back against his pillows, watching Tommy as he let the door 
slam shut behind him. Although his entire body was still heavy with exhaustion, he knew he 
wasn’t going to be able to get back to sleep. Not after that. 


Deciding to take advantage of the solitude, the Pythia took his blindfold off, pressing his 
fingers to his temples to massage away the dull headache that was a constant companion of 
his these days. 


He thought back to the day before when he’d spoken to Ponk about the painkillers. Shit. Was 
that really just yesterday? It felt like weeks had passed since his day with Niki. But it hadn’t 
even been a full twenty-four hours. 


Clara above, Niki was someone he didn’t even want to think about right now. Because when 
he thought of her, he could only see the betrayal shining in her eyes as she wrapped her arms 
around Jack’s bleeding body. The anger in her voice when she tried to go after Tommy. How 
after that, her eyes seemed to slide right over the Pythia, like he’d never been there in the first 
place. 


He had no idea how Niki was going to react to him today. It was almost a guarantee that she 
was going to be pissed at Tommy for the foreseeable future, but when it came to the Pythia, 
he was less certain of where her head was going to be. 


The last thing he wanted was for this to turn into a game of taking sides. Niki was probably 
the person he was closest to in the temple besides Tommy. She’d told him about her dragon 
tattoo. He’d told her that name. 


He trusted Niki. But if he was forced to make a choice, he already knew what his answer was 
going to be. 


After spending a few minutes staring at the ceiling, the Pythia forced himself to his feet and 
stumbled into the bathroom. He splashed lukewarm water on his face, desperate to claw his 
way out of the fog that had made itself a home in his mind. Rubbing at his eyes, he lifted his 


head to face the empty stone wall above the sink, and found himself missing the giant mirror 
in his bathroom back at the palace. 


The Pythia frowned at the thought. Because up until now, he hadn’t longed for a mirror at all. 
Even back at the palace, he avoided looking at himself in a mirror for long periods of time if 
he could. It was just... disconcerting, in a way. 


He didn’t like seeing his eyes. Even though he couldn’t curse himself, after hiding them for 
so many years, it felt wrong to look at his face and see anything but a blindfold. 


It was also easier, in a way. The less he saw of himself, the easier it was to remember his 
purpose—that he was a vessel. The body he was in was not his own. It was just a shell for 
Clara. 


But for the first time in a very long time, the Pythia wanted to see his face. He wanted to see 
how his time in the temple had changed him so far. 


His hair was getting longer, he could tell that much. Brown curls fell into his eyes more often 
than not these days, and he found himself constantly messing with it. Running his fingers 
through the front or top, messing with the sides despite the fact that he had no idea if he was 
making it look better or worse—it wasn’t too long, but it was longer than he’d had it since he 
first became the Pythia. 


He’d lost track of how long he’d been in the temple for. But that only made him more curious 
about what he looked like now. In a way though, he was grateful there was no mirror in the 
bathroom. Because at this point he wasn’t sure who he’d see staring back at him. 


After staring at the wall for another moment, the Pythia patted his face dry with a towel and 
made his way back into the bedroom. He sat down on his bed, bringing his knees to his chest 
and clutching his blindfold in his hand. 


The silk was starting to fray at the edges. The blindfold he’d been wearing the night of the 
ball was one of the fanciest he owned—a delicate thing designed to be beautiful for the night. 
It wasn’t intended to be used more than a handful of times over the course of years. 


Thankfully, the enchantments embroidered on the inside of the blindfold were immune to 
normal wear and tear. As long as the blindfold was intact, they would allow him to see 
through the fabric just as intended. 


That should’ve been a relief. 
It wasn’t. 


Minutes ticked by. The Pythia dropped his head against the stone wall, eyes fluttering shut as 
he debated if he actually did want to try and fall asleep again like Tommy suggested. 


Before he could entertain the idea further though, there was a knock at the door. Not the 
shared door between his and Tommy’s room though. It came from the door that led to the 
hallway. 


In other words, that wasn’t Tommy knocking, because he would’ve come through their 
shared door. 


“Uh, hello?” The Pythia called out, quickly tying the blindfold around his eyes again. 
“Hey mate, it’s Phil. Can I come in?” 

.. huh? 

“Tommy’s not in here,” the Pythia told him. “He’s at the bathhouse.” 


“That’s fine. I’m here to talk to you,” Phil called back, sending a jolt through the Pythia. “So 
am I good to come in? Or do you need to put the blindfold thing on?” 


Well shit. 
“It’s on,” he said after a beat. 


With that, the door to his room creaked open. Phil made his way inside, letting it shut on its 
own behind him as he made his way over to the Pythia’s bed. 


The Pythia stood to meet him, and for a moment, neither one said anything. 


To say Phil looked tired was an understatement. It was clear he’d gotten next to no sleep the 
night before, with prominent dark circles sitting under his eyes and the pallor of his face 
reminiscent of a corpse. 


Fitting for a servant of Death, he supposed. 


“Have you seen Tommy today?” Was the first thing Phil asked, folding his arms over his 
chest. 


Avoiding Phil’s gaze, the Pythia eyed the dark tattoos along his arms. There was a crow with 
its rib cage exposed, swooping down towards a pomegranate whose seeds were spilling out 
like blood. 


The first time the Pythia had seen Phil’s tattoos, he’d been scared by them. Scared because 
the leader of the Deathlings was covered in the macabre, as if he was trying to live up to 
every rumor ever whispered about him. 


Now though, the Pythia couldn’t help but notice how beautiful the linework was on Phil’s 
tattoos. Had Niki done all of those? 


“Pythia?” 
Oh, right. 
“Uh, yeah, I told you he said he was going to the bathhouse,” the Pythia explained. 


Furrowing his brows, Phil nodded. “Did he seem... okay?” 


“T was half-asleep, so I’m not sure.” He paused. “But he did seem a bit on edge.” 
“Yeah, I figured,” Phil muttered, shaking his head. 
A beat. 


“T guess- well, part of why I came in here was because I wanted to say, uh, thank you,” Phil 
said, and the Pythia’s head snapped up to meet his eyes. “There was a lot of shit going on last 
night, and while I wanted to check in on Tommy sooner, I had to make sure Jack was alright 
and talk over things with him, then I had to talk with Ponk about his injuries, and of course I 
had to make sure that Niki was doing okay and just-” he cut himself off. “It was a lot. And 
you took care of Tommy while I couldn’t, so I’m grateful for that.” 


The Pythia wasn’t sure how to feel about being thanked by Phil of all people for taking care 
of Tommy, so he cleared his throat and said, “I just wanted to help Tommy.” 


“And you did,” Phil nodded. “Techno told me how you even walked over to the infirmary on 
your own to get him a first aid kit.” 


...fuck. Phil was going to be upset about that, wasn’t he? 


“It’s not Tommy’s fault,” he quickly said, shaking his head. “He was so out of it, I don’t think 
he even realized I was leaving until I was out the door. And I wasn’t going to do anything, I 
promise-” 


“It’s okay, I’m not upset about that,” Phil cut him off, and it was then the Pythia realized 
there was no anger in Phil’s face. “If anything, I’m just surprised at your change in attitude 
the past few weeks.” 


The Pythia furrowed his brows. “My change in attitude?” 


“Yes. Like right now, you’re sitting here in your room when the door to Tommy’s room is 
open,” Phil explained, gesturing to the shared door which, until now, the Pythia hadn’t even 
noticed was partially cracked. “Or last night, you walked through the temple on your own 
and didn’t try to escape.” 


“How do you know I didn’t try to open the vault door when I was going to the infirmary?” 
The Pythia asked. 


Phil raised an eyebrow at him. “Did you?” 

The Pythia took a breath. Phil stared him down, and after a moment, he shook his head. 
“There was also Quackity’s bar the other night,” Phil then said, making the Pythia stiffen. 
“You know about that?” 


“I do. Quackity called me up after you and Tommy left, and explained that he hadn’t been 
planning on telling me you came up to visit because Tommy hadn’t gotten permission, but 
that Charlie confessed to him that he fucked up and left you alone in front of a door leading 


outside,” Phil told him, his expression unreadable. “Quackity didn’t see you or Tommy after 
that, so he was worried you might’ve escaped and Tommy went running after you. But you 
two were back in your rooms like nothing happened.” 


The Pythia clenched his jaw, his ears ringing as Phil took a step closer to him. 


“Why didn’t you leave, Pythia?” Phil asked, his voice low. “Quackity’s bar, last night, this 
morning- you’ve had so many opportunities to escape, but you haven’t taken them. So why is 
that?” 


For a moment, he considered bringing up the excuse he’d try to pull on Tommy about how 
Clara hadn’t sent him a vision telling him to escape. Even if Tommy had been able to see 
through it, Phil didn’t know him or his relationship to Clara as well. He was far more likely 
to believe it. 


That night at Quackity’s bar, when his lie about Clara fell through, the Pythia told Tommy he 
didn’t know why he hadn’t left. But then the supply run happened. But then he’d seen 
Tommy standing frozen in the middle of the temple, blood splattered across his cheek and 
eyes emptier than he’d ever seen them. 


But then he decided he couldn’t leave if Tommy needed him. Because he realized the idea of 
losing the first friend he ever made was something he couldn’t put himself through. 


“Look, the relationship between someone and their Goddess is a very personal thing,” Phil 
then said, making the Pythia’s heart leap into his throat. “I’m not going to pry. I don’t know 
what your relationship with Clara is like. But I just want to let you know that questioning 
your beliefs isn’t a bad thing.” 


The Pythia reeled back, feeling as though he’d just been slapped in the face. “Wh- I’m not 
questioning anything!” 


“And that’s fine too. But I’m just letting you know that there’s nothing wrong with asking 
yourself questions,” Phil countered. “If you question why you hold faith in Clara and you still 
continue worshipping her, that makes you a stronger follower. You examined the why of it all 
and still stayed true to your Goddess.” 


The bird made itself known again as Phil spoke, squawking loudly in his ears as he fought to 
ignore the panic rising up his throat. 


“But if your questions lead to you losing your faith,” Phil continued, “well, then, maybe you 
weren’t believing in her for the right reasons in the first place.” 


That wasn’t right. Clara wasn’t someone to be questioned. She knew the future. She was the 
reason he was breathing. His entire purpose was to follow Her Will. Questioning his faith in 
Her was so intrinsically wrong, it felt like he would break into hives at the very idea of it. 


Except... Phil did have a point. If he was truly faithful to Clara, asking himself questions 
shouldn’t be able to shake that. 


So then why was he so afraid to put the doubts floating in the back of his mind into words? 
“T don’t see how this is relevant to the conversation,” the Pythia forced out after a moment. 


Phil let out a breath. “Right, sorry. Like I said, I didn’t mean to pry.” He paused again, 
pushing his hands through his hair and wincing when his fingers caught on some tangles. 


The Pythia waited for Phil to gather his thoughts, the bird still squaawking squawking 
squawking- 


“You care about Tommy.” 
It wasn’t a question, but the Pythia nodded anyway. 
“Of course I do.” 


Phil didn’t seem surprised by this. Instead, he just nodded, eyes darting around the room 
before settling on his blindfold once more. 


“Things are gonna be difficult for him the next few weeks,” he explained, absentmindedly 
tracing a bird along his arm. “Techno and I need to work out what we’re going to do about 
the... incident, between him and Jack. But we can’t look like we’re biased in this, do you 
understand?” 


The Pythia frowned, unsure where Phil was going with this. “Um, I suppose?” 


“Just- I didn’t think I’d ask you for something like this of all fucking people, but for some 
reason, that kid seems to trust you more than almost anyone else in this temple right now,” 
Phil continued. “You clearly care a lot about him. So if you could just, you know, watch out 
for him Pd appreciate it.” 


Suddenly, understanding washed over the Pythia. 


“You don’t think he’s gonna be in danger in the temple, do you?” He asked, fear spiking 
through him. 


Phil shook his head. “No, of course not.” There was strain in his voice that the Pythia wasn’t 
used to hearing. “But, y’know, tensions are high and this temple isn’t that big. If too much 
pressure builds, things can explode, y’know?” 


The Pythia decided not to point out how Phil’s two statements contradicted each other. An 
explosion was an explosion. Whether the damage was physical or mental, people got hurt 
from them all the same. 


And while the Pythia knew Phil was trying to say that Tommy was safe from any physical 
danger, he couldn’t bring himself to fully believe it. 


Instead of voicing this though, the Pythia just nodded. “Yeah, I get it.” He took a breath to try 
and calm his pounding heart. “But you don’t- you didn’t have to ask. I would’ve been looking 
out for Tommy either way.” 


Phil considered this for a moment, before sighing and shaking his head. “Well, thank you 
anyway.” He paused and glanced at the door to the Pythia’s room. “Also, I don’t think Pm 
gonna lock that thing anymore. You seem like you aren’t planning on making another great 
escape anytime soon, but considering the entrance to the temple is always locked, you 
wouldn’t get very far even if you tried it.” 


The Pythia’s eyes widened. “Seriously?” 


“Yup. Also, you’re welcome to roam around the temple on your own if you'd like,” Phil 
continued, folding his arms over his chest. “If you try any shit with the other Deathlings 
though-” 


“I won't,” the Pythia swore before Phil could even finish his threat. 


Phil narrowed his eyes, and the Pythia squirmed under his gaze. He shifted his weight from 
foot to foot, and after a moment, Phil glanced back at the wall. 


Then, in a voice so low the Pythia had to strain to hear it, 
“Don’t make me regret this.” 


And before the Pythia could even try to think of how to respond to that, the door to his room 
swung open, and Tommy froze with one foot in the air. 


For a moment, all three of them were silent. 


Tommy’s eyes darted between Phil and the Pythia, like he wasn’t sure what he was seeing. 
Meanwhile, Phil’s entire focus shifted to Tommy, the Pythia forgotten as he took a step 
towards him. 


Then, Tommy sidestepped Phil, suspicion flashing over his face. 


“What are you doing in here?” Tommy asked, circling around Phil until he was standing in 
between him and the Pythia. 


Although it was brief, the Pythia didn’t miss the hurt that flashed in Phil’s eyes at that. 


“We were just having a chat. Nothing bad,” Phil said, holding his hands up in mock 
surrender. 


Tommy looked at the Pythia and raised an eyebrow in silent question. 
Are you okay? 


The Pythia gave him a single nod. He wasn’t feeling great, but he was surprisingly alright 
compared to how his conversations had gone with Phil before. 


“T wanted to let him know that I don’t think you need to lock his door anymore, and he also 
doesn’t need a guard to escort him around the temple,” Phil continued after a beat. 


“Wh- Are you serious?” Tommy asked, gaping at Phil. 
Phil frowned. “Do you not agree?” 


“No! I mean, I do. I do agree,” Tommy stammered, nodding vigorously. “I just- Shit, I’ve 
been trying to figure out how the fuck to convince you and Techno of that for, like, a week 
now but I thought you wouldn’t go for it in a million years.” 


The frown on Phil’s face disappeared as he snorted. “Believe it or not, me and Tech aren’t 
always assholes.” 


“Well maybe not always but-” 


“Don’t push it,” Phil cut Tommy off before he could start. “So are you planning on leaving 
your room today, or are you gonna stay put?” 


The small smile that had flickered over Tommy’s face fell away. Brows furrowing, he looked 
over Phil’s shoulder towards the door. 


“Tm... not sure,” Tommy admitted, his voice small. “I don’t, um, really wanna get into it 
with Jack or anything if I see him. But I also don’t wanna feel like I’m hiding in here.” 


Phil looked solemn as he followed Tommy’s eyes to the door. “Yeah, I get that. It’s whatever 
you wanna do, but it might be easier to defuse the bomb early. Not let things build and all 
that.” Then, Phil made his way towards the door and stopped halfway through it. “It’s gonna 
be okay, Tom. I promise.” 


Although Tommy didn’t seem to believe him, he nodded anyway. “Thanks Phil.” 


With that, Phil left the room, the door clicking shut behind him and leaving the Pythia alone 
with Tommy once more. 


As soon as he was gone, Tommy buried his face in his hands and let out a loud groan. His 
hair was still damp from his bath, water droplets sliding down the back of his shirt as his 
shoulders hunched forward. 


“I don’t know what the fuck to do,” Tommy mumbled between his fingers. 


Stepping closer, the Pythia reached out to rest a hand on Tommy’s shoulder. “I can go get 
breakfast for us if you want, since Phil said I can walk around on my own now.” 


Tommy lifted his head out of his hands, considering the offer, before he shook his head. 


“No. I can do this. It’ll be fine,” Tommy said, although it seemed like he was reassuring 
himself more than the Pythia. “Like Phil said, it’ll be easier to defuse the bomb early.” 


The Pythia had a feeling that running into Jack so soon after the supply run was going to do 
the exact opposite of defusing the bomb. If they hid out, the sparks would die down. But if 
they went now, the Pythia had the strangest sense that a fuse was going to be lit no matter 
what. 


But it was Tommy’s choice. If he wanted to go, then the Pythia would be right there by his 
side. 


“Alright. Let’s hurry before all the artbake is gone,” he told Tommy, nudging his shoulder 
before reaching out to open the door to his room. 


Oh. What a strange feeling that was. 


He hadn’t opened the door to his own room until this point. Because up until now, the door 
had been locked, and Tommy would have to type a passcode into the door so they could get 
out. But that wasn’t the case anymore. 


The door was heavier than he expected it to be. He grunted as he yanked it open, and found 
himself wondering how the fuck Phil, Tommy, and Techno made it look so easy. 


He and Tommy stayed side by side as they made their way out into the hallway. Tommy 
wrapped his arms around himself, keeping his eyes on the ground while the Pythia strained 
his ears to see if he could hear Jack and Niki anywhere nearby. 


He glanced down the corridor in the direction of Niki’s room, but didn’t see any sign of either 
one of them. And although he knew it was a bad idea to see Niki right now, there was still a 
wisp of disappointment curling in his chest all the same. 


As they crossed the main chamber and into the other corridor, cold metal fingers latched onto 
his own. The Pythia didn’t say anything, but he didn’t miss the slight shake in Tommy’s hand 
as he grabbed onto it. 


Voices from the cafeteria echoed down the hall, bouncing off the walls and making the Pythia 
feel like they were already surrounded. His heart was pounding in his chest as they got closer 
to the doorway. Beside him, Tommy was so quiet, he wasn’t even sure if the boy was 
breathing. 


They reached the cafeteria, and the Pythia had never been more grateful for his blindfold than 
in the moment when he locked eyes with Jack. 


Niki and Jack were sitting in their usual place, although the Pythia had a feeling this was 
them trying to pretend everything was normal rather than actually wanting to eat there. The 
side of Jack’s head that wasn’t already embedded with metal was wrapped in gauze, while 
dark circles hung under his red and blue eyes. 


Anxiety spiked in his gut as soon as those eyes locked onto his own. But thankfully, Jack had 
no idea he was looking his way. All he had to do was pretend he wasn’t looking at him, and if 
Tommy kept his head down maybe, just maybe, they could get their food and get the fuck out 
without anything happening. 


“Let’s get our breakfast to go,” he whispered into Tommy’s ear. 


Tommy, who was keeping his eyes firmly on the ground, nodded once. 


Taking a breath to steady himself, the Pythia began to guide Tommy through the cafeteria. 
While he was more than used to the weight of everyone’s stares on him, he knew that this 
time, it wasn’t actually him the Deathlings were looking at. Instead, all of their eyes were 
focused on Tommy. Aimsey and Ranboo were staring at them both like a pair of deer caught 
in headlights, Jack’s glare was strong enough to burn a hole in Tommy’s skull, and when he 
caught a glimpse of Niki’s face, he realized her glare was even worse. 


The two of them hurried to the back of the cafeteria to pick up their food, but the Pythia was 
so focused on ignoring the stares that he didn’t notice someone else approaching until- 


“Tommy?” 


The Pythia stiffened at the sound of Tubbo’s voice. Tommy, surprisingly, flinched hearing his 
name. 


But he still stopped walking. 
“What do you want?” Tommy asked, his voice low. 


Tubbo blinked, glancing between Tommy and the Pythia, eyes briefly falling to their hands 
before looking back up at their faces. 


The Pythia waited for him to frown. He waited for the annoyance. For Tubbo to tell him to 
get away from his friend or some bullshit like that. 


Instead, Tubbo just gave Tommy a sad look. 


“Why didn’t you tell me you were going on a supply run yesterday?” Was the first thing he 
asked. 


It wasn’t accusatory. If anything, the question almost made Tubbo sound younger than he 
was. There was something childish in his tone. Like he was asking his friend why he didn’t 
play with him at recess. 


In contrast, Tommy scowled like Tubbo had just slapped him in the face. 


“Thats the first thing you ask? Are you fucking kidding me right now?” Tommy asked, 
flames sparking behind his eyes as he looked up from the ground. 


Tubbo clenched his jaw. “I didn’t think you’d wanna talk about the other shit.” 


Tommy scoffed at this, and shouldered past Tubbo to grab a plate from the table. “You’re 
right. I don’t.” He let go of the Pythia’s hand to angrily scoop some soyeggs onto his plate. 
“But I’m also not really in the mood to listen to your bitching right now, so can you please 
fuck off?” 


...damn. Tommy’s voice was so sharp, it felt like a slash just to hear it. Tommy hadn’t spoken 
that harshly to Tubbo even during the debate they had over the Pythia’s life a while back. 


The Pythia wasn’t surprised when he saw Tubbo flinch back. 


For a moment, Tubbo looked like he wanted to argue, and the Pythia prayed that he would 
hold his tongue, just this once. 


It seemed that it was their lucky day, because after a few moments, Tubbo huffed and turned 
on his heel to head back to Ranboo and Aimsey. 


Breathing a sigh of relief, Tommy dropped a few pieces of artbake on his plate before 
gesturing for the Pythia to do the same. “Thank Death,” he muttered, reaching for some bread 
rolls and adding them to the Pythia’s plate as well before handing it back to him. 


The Pythia murmured his thanks, scooping some extra soyeggs on his plate before figuring 
that was enough for now. With their plates in hand, the two then turned to leave the cafeteria 
as quickly as they arrived. Tommy again kept his eyes on the ground, while the Pythia 
scanned the room to see if anyone else was going to make a move. 


They made it one step. Then another. The Pythia tensed as they passed by Niki and Jack 
again, and pretended he couldn’t feel the combined weight of their glares. 


One more step. 
“Qi ! 39 
Fuck. 


The Pythia and Tommy shared a nervous look, before reluctantly turning around to face the 
now standing Jack. 


“That’s it? You try to kill a guy and then you just ignore him the next day?” Jack asked, 
leaning heavily on his right leg. 


Tommy winced, and the Pythia straightened up. 


“We don’t want to get into anything right now, Jack,” the Pythia said, meeting Jack’s gaze 
through his blindfold. 


Jack scoffed, and took a few limping steps towards them. “Oh, he can’t talk for himself 
now?” His eyes narrowed as he looked back at Tommy, who was still staring intently at the 
ground. “Y’know Tommy, you could at least have the decency to look the guy you tried to 
murder in the fucking eyes when he’s speaking to you.” 


Niki stood behind Jack, mouth pressed into a thin line and arms folded over her chest. The 
Pythia shot her a pleading look, silently begging her to calm Jack down so things didn’t 
escalate more, but she didn’t even glance in his direction. Her focus was solely on Tommy. 


Tommy took an unsteady breath, his knuckles turning white where he was gripping the edge 
of his plate. “What do you want from me, Jack?” 


Jack blinked in surprise, like he hadn’t been expecting Tommy to respond. Then, his eyes 
narrowed again. “I dunno, maybe an apology would be a nice place to start?” 


“I did apologize to you though,” Tommy pointed out, slowly lifting his head to meet Jack’s 
eyes. “When we were walking back to the temple last night.” 


A beat ticked by as Jack stared at Tommy, uncertainty flashing over his face. But then the 
anger returned, and he took another step towards them. “A half-assed, ‘sorry by the way’ 
doesn’t cut it, mate.” 


“Then what do you want me to say?” Tommy snapped, voice growing louder. “Do you want 
me to beg for your forgiveness or some shit? Because if that’s what you’re holding out for, 
you’re not gonna fucking get it.” 


“You pushed me off a goddamn roof!” Jack exclaimed. “Why are you acting like I’m insane 
for being pissed about that?!” 


“T told you, I did it because we were going to get killed by those cops!” Tommy argued, 
flames dancing in his eyes. 


“And I told you we could’ ve jumped down to that fire escape without them noticing!” Jack 
shot back. “But you wouldn’t fucking listen to me!” 


“Because they would’ve seen us if we tried that!” 
“You don’t know that.” 


“T do, actually. There was literally no cover between us and that fire escape, and I kept trying 
to tell you that but you were being too fucking stubborn!” 


Jack barked out a bitter laugh at that. “Oh, that’s rich for you of all people to call me 
stubborn.” 


Tommy clenched his jaw. “You fucking-” 


Suddenly, there was movement from the corner of the Pythia’s eyes as Aimsey ran up to the 
four of them. 


“Okay, guys, that’s enough for right now,” Aimsey said, holding out their arms in a placating 
gesture. “I think everyone just needs to cool off so we can have a proper discussion-” 


“Stay out of this, Aimsey,” Jack snapped, cutting them off. 
Aimsey opened their mouth to argue, but then Niki jumped in with, 
“This is their argument, Aimsey. Not yours. Stay out of it.” 


Although Niki’s words were quiet, her voice was ice cold. Aimsey flinched at the tone, 
shooting a confused look at Niki. However, Niki’s eyes were still fixated on Tommy. They 
hadn’t moved once during the entire confrontation, making it clear where her priority was. 


“You’re such a fucking bastard, man,” Jack then scoffed, taking another step forward so he 
was only a few feet from Tommy. “You pretend to give a shit about other people, but when it 


comes down to it, you only care about yourself and what you wanna do. It’s always about 
you. Your route, your plan, your escape-” Jack’s eyes then flickered to the Pythia, and he 
shook his head. “You even act like the Pythia’s yours too with the way you won’t tell anyone 
shit about him!” 


Tommy’s hands were gripping his plate so tightly now, the Pythia was just waiting for the 
glass to crack. 


“Shut the fuck up, Jack.” There was a clear warning in his voice that hadn’t been there 
before. 


Jack’s shoulders tensed, his own hands curling into fists at his side. “I’m just saying the truth. 
You think the world revolves around you, Tommy. But I’m here to remind you that it fucking 
doesn’t.” 


“T don’t think that!” Tommy shouted. 


“Oh, you definitely do. Do you even realize how much of a selfish goddamn prick you are?” 
Jack asked, his words lined with a razor’s edge. 


The Pythia was fairly sure he was the only person who noticed hurt flash through Tommy’s 
eyes at that, but it was only there for a second. As soon as it disappeared, the flames were 
back and higher than ever. 


“Are you sure you’re not talking about yourself, Jack?” Tommy taunted. “You’ve always 
been a whiny fucking prick who can never do anything-” 


If the Pythia hadn’t been focusing so hard on Jack, he would’ve missed the way his feet 
shuffled while his arms tensed. But he didn’t miss it. He didn’t miss the tensing, he didn’t 
miss the subtle shift in his balance—and because of that, he moved at the same time Jack did. 


”Don t,” he warned Jack as he stepped in front of Tommy to shield him. 


Jack glared at Tommy over the Pythia’s shoulder. “Get the fuck out of the way. My fight isn’t 
with you.” 


No. He’d promised Phil he would watch out for Tommy, and he wasn’t going to let Jack start 
a fight that would have no real winner. 


“You're not doing this right now,” he said, struggling to put as much authority into his voice 
as possible. 


Behind him, Tommy was trying to squeeze under his arm, but he wouldn’t let him through. “I 
can fucking take him-” 


“Tommy, stop,” he snapped, shooting a sharp look at his friend. 
Tommy narrowed his eyes at him, before his gaze flickered back to Jack. 


“T was trying to help you!” Tommy argued. 


And that seemed to be the straw that broke the camel’s back. 


In the blink of an eye, Jack surged forward. A hand slammed against the Pythia’s chest as 
Jack shoved him towards the wall, the plate of food in his hands clattering to the floor. He 
stumbled backwards as Tommy dropped his own plate, reaching down to grab something 

from his boot. 


Suddenly, his foot caught on one of the rugs spread across the floor. And next thing he knew, 
he was falling. 


One moment, the Pythia had been standing. The next, the back of his head slammed against 
the stone wall, and pain exploded in his skull. 


Black stars bloomed across his vision as he fell to the ground, his legs collapsing underneath 
him. His ears began to ring as shouts echoed off the temple walls, and through the spots in his 
eyes, he could barely make out the glint of the knife Tommy kept in his boot. 


“Pythia!” Someone screamed. 
“Tommy, stop!” Another voice. 
“Grab him!” 

“Jack!” 

“Tommy!” 

“Someone get Phil!” 


There was a blurry face above him, long dark hair nearly brushing his eyes as Aimsey tried to 
sit him up against the wall. 


Another wave of pain flashed through his head, and he cried out. 


“Oh shit, shit shit shit-” Aimsey was muttering as they laid him back down on the ground. 
Their fingers brushed the back of his head as more shouting echoed around them, and even 
through his blurred vision, he didn’t miss the blood staining Aimsey’s palm. “Can someone 
get Ponk?!” 


One half of the shouting cut off. 

“He’s hurt?!” 

“He’s bleeding,” Aimsey called back. 

Then, a deeper voice boomed through the cafeteria. 
“What’s going on here?” 


Techno. Thank fuck. He could stop the fight. 


“PIL go get Ponk,” a blurry figure behind Aimsey—Ranboo—said before rushing off. 


His head was throbbing as Aimsey rolled him onto his side, and he felt warm liquid trailing 
down the back of his neck and under his shirt. Nausea twisted his gut, and all at once he was 
very grateful he and Tommy hadn’t eaten any of their breakfast before the fight broke out. 


More voices bounced off one another into a migraine-inducing cacophony of shouting. He 
winced and squeezed his eyes shut, only to hear another set of footsteps coming his way. 


“Ts he okay?” 
Niki. He wasn’t sure if he was relieved hearing her voice or not. 


“T think he hit that part of the wall that sticks out when he fell,” Aimsey explained to Niki. 
“His head is bleeding pretty bad, but I don’t know if he just cut it or if he has a concussion.” 


“Fuck,” Niki whispered. 


More shouting echoed behind her, but he couldn’t make out what anyone was saying except 
for a faint, "Jet me see him!” followed by someone else saying, ”It was an accident!” 


“Hey, can you hear me?” Niki then asked softly, her voice right next to his ear. 
Still keeping his eyes shut, he forced out a small, “Yes.” 


Niki breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay, just- just stay awake, okay? I don’t know if you feel 
like you’re gonna pass out, but you need to stay awake until Ponk comes-” 


Another much louder voice suddenly cut in. 
“Get the fuck away from him, Niki!” 


He winced at the blinding light above him when he opened his eyes again, but let out a sigh 
of relief when he made out Tommy’s blurry figure crouching down beside him. 


Niki, who was on his other side, glared at Tommy. “I’m just trying to-” 


“Niki,” Techno then cut in, his voice surprisingly gentle. “I don’t think you and Jack should 
be here.” 


Then, a bit behind Niki, 

“Wait, it was- I didn’t think he’d fall over like that-” 

“Jack,” Techno said, a bit more forcefully this time. “You and Niki need to leave. Now.” 
Through the black dots, he could just make out Tommy scowling at Niki. “Leave.” 


Niki took an unsteady breath, and for a brief moment, featherlight metal fingers brushed 
through his hair. Then, she pushed to her feet, and her and Jack both disappeared from his 
field of vision as their footsteps faded out. 


At the same time, another set of footsteps came rushing over. 


“Oh Death below,” Ponk muttered as he crouched beside Tommy. There was a rattling sound, 
and suddenly pain exploded in his head when Ponk shined a blinding light into his eyes. 


“Fuck! Stop!” He exclaimed, squeezing his eyes shut. 


“Can you hear me?” Ponk asked. 


“Yes just- don’t fucking shine that at me again!” 
Ponk huffed. “Sorry, I can’t actually see your eyes so I was mostly just doing that to see if 
you were aware of what was going on. Now c’mon, someone help me sit him up.” 


Everything turned into a haze after that. His head screamed when Tommy helped him sit up, 
but it thankfully died down after a few moments. Then, Ponk was asking him questions, and 
while everything was spinning, at the very least he seemed to be getting all the questions 
right. 


At some point, Techno carried him to Ponk’s infirmary. His head was throbbing and he 
squeezed his eyes shut again to try and fight back against the dizziness, but Tommy kept 
talking to him to keep him awake (despite the fact that he kept reassuring everyone that he 
wasn’t going to pass out), and Tommy’s voice acted like his own personal tether, keeping him 
rooted to the ground even when his thoughts were desperately trying to float up to the clouds. 


The pain had started to fade by the time he got to the infirmary. The ringing in his ears had 
died down, and the black spots in his vision blinked out until he was seeing things normally 
again. 


According to Ponk, he’d gotten a nasty cut on the back of his head, and numbed the area 
before stapling it to stop the bleeding. At first, Aimsey, Ranboo, and even Tubbo had 
followed them to the infirmary, but Techno told them to leave after a few minutes. This only 
left him, Tommy, Techno, and Ponk. 


“While I don’t think you have a concussion, I can’t exactly check your vision because of your 
blindfold so I’m not sure,” Ponk told him after asking him a few more questions—like where 
he was, spelling certain words backwards—basic stuff like that. “Tommy, I’m gonna need 
you to keep an eye on him. Look out for any signs of confusion or problems with 
concentrating especially. I’d also say to watch out for dizziness, but head wounds are nasty 
bleeders so he’s probably gonna be dizzy whether he’s got a concussion or not.” 


Tommy, who seemed much paler than he’d been before the fight broke out, nodded stiffly. 
“Yeah, of course. PI keep an eye out.” 


“Pythia, try to take it easy the next few days. I’1l come by your room to check on you 
tomorrow, and hopefully I'll be able to take those staples out in a week or so,” Ponk told him 
as he began to throw out some blood-stained gauze. 


“Can I still bathe with these things in my head?” The Pythia asked, the sensation of dried 
blood in his hair already making him cringe. 


Ponk hummed. “Yeah, just try to be careful.” 


The Pythia nodded, and Ponk gestured for him to get up. Gripping the side of the cot, he 
swung his legs over the side and started to get up- 


Only for everything to start spinning again as soon as his feet touched the floor. 


“Shit!” Suddenly, there was a hand grabbing his arm as Tommy yanked him up before he 
could fall again. He squeezed his eyes shut, letting the static in his head die down, and leaned 
into Tommy’s side as he made attempt number two at standing. 


This time he was able to get to his feet without falling over, although he still leaned against 
Tommy for support. 


“Do you need any help getting him back to his room?” Techno asked, reaching out like he 
was ready to grab him if he fell again. 


“No,” Tommy grunted as he tugged the Pythia’s arm over his shoulder. “We’ll be fine.” 
Techno’s eyes flickered to the Pythia. “Are you fine with that?” 
The Pythia nodded. “I’m okay.” 


While he wasn’t a hundred percent confident in that statement, now that he was standing, he 
was fairly sure he could get back to his room with Tommy’s help. Besides, Techno had 
already carried him once today, he had no desire to let the man do it again. 


“Alright Wil,” Tommy whispered, too low for Techno or Ponk to hear. “Let’s go.” 


The two hobbled their way out of the infirmary and back into the main chamber of the 
temple. The anesthetic that Ponk had used on his head was still in effect, so at the very least, 
he wasn’t in pain as he and Tommy shuffled back to his room. 


While the Pythia knew there were a lot of things he should be worried about now in the 
aftermath of all that—what it was going to be like when he saw Jack and Niki again, if 
Tommy could be trusted around Jack and vice versa, if he was still going to be allowed to 
keep the freedom Phil had just given to him now that he’d gotten involved in a fight—he was 
far too tired to care about any of that. 


He was dizzy, he was tired, and he was covered in his own blood. He didn’t have it in him to 
be worried about anything more than just putting one foot in front of the other. 


Luckily, they didn’t run into anyone else. As they approached his room, the Pythia stiffened, 
internally cringing at the dried blood in his hair and on his neck. 


“Actually-” he said, making Tommy stop in his tracks, “can you take me to the bathhouse? I 
wanna get the blood out of my hair.” 


Tommy glanced down the corridor in the direction of the bathhouse, before frowning and 
looking back at him. “Wil, it’s pitch fucking black in that cave and you can barely walk.” 


... shit. 


“T feel so fucking gross though,” he whined, slumping into Tommy’s side. “Can you just, 
like, give me a flashlight or something and you guard the door?” 


“I’m pretty sure you’d fall over even with a flashlight,” Tommy pointed out. And as much as 
the Pythia hated to admit it, he was right. The sloping rock that made up the bathhouse floor 
was slippery and uneven. He struggled to walk through it even when he wasn’t dizzy from 
blood loss. Going in there now was an accident waiting to happen. 


A beat passed. Tommy’s eyes suddenly lit up with an idea. 
“Oh, I know what we can do!” 


Before the Pythia could ask what Tommy meant by that, Tommy was steering him back to his 
room, pushing open the door with his shoulder and guiding him to his bed. 


“You said it’s mostly your hair you need to wash, right?” The Pythia hummed, and Tommy 
nodded as he helped him sit down on his bed. “TIl be right back. Wait here.” 


With that, Tommy ran out of the room again, leaving him alone and miserable in his room. 


While he waited for Tommy to return, he lifted a hand up to the back of his head and ran his 
fingers over the numb part of his skull. There was something inexplicably wrong with feeling 
metal embedded in his skin, but he suppressed a shiver and let his fingers trail further down 
to the dried clumps of blood and hair tangled above his neck. Then, he lifted his hand up a bit 
higher to the back of the blindfold, which had also been stained by the blood. However, there 
was nothing he could really do about that right now, so he’d just have to live with it for the 
time being. 


A few minutes later, the door squeaked open again. Tommy shuffled in, holding a scratched 
up plastic basin under one arm, and several thick towels under the other. Once the door shut 
behind him, Tommy let the basin clatter to the floor before tossing the towels onto the bed. 


“Tada!” Tommy grinned, gesturing to the basin. 
The Pythia blinked. “I don’t get it.” 


Tommy raised an eyebrow. “It’s not a perfect solution, but if we fill that thing up with water 
we can just wash the blood out of your hair here.” 


Eyeing the basin, the Pythia frowned. “I guess I could try to wash my hair in that thing, but it 
might be a bit awkward with how I’d have to twist my arms and all that.” He’d have to bend 
over and while that wasn’t exactly a problem, he really didn’t think it was a good idea to let 
so much blood rush into his head when the only thing keeping the blood inside his skull right 
now were a few metal staples. 


“Or you could just let me help you, dumbass,” Tommy huffed, picking up the basin again and 
carrying it to the bathroom. 


... what? 
“Wh- You mean, like, wash my hair?” 


He listened to the sink turn on, and craned his neck to look through the doorway. Tommy was 
holding the bin under the faucet so it could fill up with the lukewarm water. 


“Yup.” 


Tommy turned the sink off after another few moments, and grunted as he hoisted it into his 
arms. Water sloshed along the sides as he set it back down in the bedroom, before reaching 
for the towels to lay them out around the basin. 


For a moment, he could only stare at Tommy. 
“What, you don’t trust me not to ruin your hair?” Tommy teased when he stayed silent. 
“Tommy, I’d have to take my blindfold off,” he reminded him, his voice low. 


At this, Tommy only rolled his eyes. “I know you mentioned the whole, “people aren’t 
supposed to see the Pythia’s face’ deal, but I think that’s pretty minor compared to the fact 
that, y’ know, I know your name and all that.” He paused as he laid a towel over a dip in the 
basin where he supposed his neck was supposed to go. “Look, if you still don’t want to show 
me your face that’s fine. P1 let you do it yourself.” 


“That’s-” he shook his head, the words catching in his throat. “Tommy, that’s not what I’m 
worried about here. I’m talking about the curse.” 


He waited for Tommy to stiffen. For Tommy to realize the dangerous situation he’d almost 
just walked himself into. 


Instead, Tommy only shrugged. “Just keep your eyes closed.” 
Oh. 


His breathing hitched as understanding dawned over him. Tommy wasn’t worried about the 
curse. Not in the slightest. 


“Don’t you realize how dangerous that is for you?” He asked in a small voice. 


One blink was all it would take. Just a split second where he forgot he was supposed to keep 
his eyes shut, and Tommy’s life would be shortened forever. He could kill Tommy. Why 
didn’t he seem to get that? 


“T trust you,” Tommy said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. 


The ache that flashed through his chest was so poignant, so demanding that it felt like it 
should’ve hurt. But it didn’t. Instead, the bird let out a soft croon. 


Tommy trusted him. Despite who he was, despite what he’d done, Tommy was putting his 
life into his hands. 


Quiet static buzzed in the back of his mind. Even sitting down, the edges of his vision still 
spun when he focused on them for too long. Fatigue weighed down every limb in his body, 
but despite how exhausted he was, he knew he wasn’t going to be able to sleep with the dried 
blood tugging at his hair and skin. 


Tommy wasn’t supposed to see his face, but at this point, did it really matter? 


It should’ve mattered. The idea of breaking another one of Clara’s rules should’ve sent him 
spiraling into a panic. 


...but he just couldn’t bring himself to care. 


Before he could second guess himself, he shifted off the bed and moved to the towel Tommy 
had laid out. He stared at the towel, and then at his faint reflection in the water. He was little 
more than a blur, but he could make out the white sea of fabric covering the majority of his 
face. 


“You okay, Wil?” Tommy asked. 


Nodding, Wilbur ignored the way his hands shook as he reached up to undo the tie on the 
back of his head. He squeezed his eyes shut, heart pounding in his chest as he tossed the 
blindfold off to the side. 


For a moment, Tommy was silent. 
Then, 


“Y’ know, I see why you wear that thing all the time,” Tommy said, and Wilbur could hear the 
smirk in his voice. ““You’re ugly as shit.” 


“What the fuck?!” 
Tommy cackled, and Wilbur scowled in the direction his laughter was coming from. 


“Look man, I’m just saying, it’s good you wear that thing all the time because you fucking 
need it.” 


The insult was just the thing Wilbur needed to distract him from the anxiety buzzing in his 
ears. “You’re a fucking prick, y’know that?” 


Tommy laughed again, and this time, Wilbur couldn’t stop a small smile from breaking out 
over his own face. 


“I’m hilarious, thank you very much,” Tommy shot back, and Wilbur jumped when a pair of 
hands rested on his shoulders. “Here though, you gotta actually lay your head in the water if 
we wanna get the blood out, dipshit.” 


“How do I know you won’t drown me?” Wilbur joked as warm water lapped against his hair. 


“I’m debating it,” Tommy shot back, adjusting the towel under Wilbur’s neck so there was no 
plastic digging into his skin. “Now shut up so I can focus. Don’t wanna rip a fucking staple 
out or something.” 


“That’s not very comforting,” Wilbur deadpanned. 


Tommy scoffed, but fell silent as he began to scoop warm water over Wilbur’s head. 
Although it was a bit uncomfortable to be laying on the stone floor with nothing but a towel 
for a cushion, the tension soon drained out of his shoulders as Tommy began to run his 
fingers through his hair. 


He was surprisingly gentle, taking extra care around the staples and letting the water and 
shampoo do most of the work to untangle his curls from the blood. The warm water was like 
a balm for his dizziness, and he floated in the darkness behind his eyes, letting his anxiety die 
down until it was nothing but a near silent buzz in the back of his mind. 


“You should open up a business or something,” Wilbur mumbled after a few minutes. 
“You’re weirdly good at this.” 


Tommy snorted, working his fingers through another clump of blood and hair. “Back when I 
first had my lung implants done, I wasn’t supposed to lift my arms above my head. So Phil 
would wash my hair for me like this,” he explained, words echoed by the quiet drip drip drip 
of water running down Wilbur’s forehead. “I hated it at first. I felt so fucking stupid not being 
able to wash my hair on my own.” More water rushed past Wilbur’s ears. “Once I got used to 
it though, I ended up falling asleep a few times. Nearly scared the shit out of Phil the first 
time because he thought I passed out.” 


“That sounds like him,” Wilbur huffed. “A worried mother hen.” 


“Says the guy who got his head cut open because he didn’t think I could take Jack Manifold 
in a fight,” Tommy teased. 


At this, Wilbur frowned. “I didn’t stop the fight because I thought you couldn’t take him. I’m 
sure you could’ve kicked Jack Manifold’s ass if it came down to it. But I didn’t think it was a 
good idea to let things escalate that much.” 


The hands stopped running through Wilbur’s hair. Tommy was silent for a moment, and 
Wilbur could feel his eyes on his face. 


“Why?” 
“Because I didn’t want him to have any more reason to hate you,” Wilbur told him. 


Another beat passed. Then, Tommy resumed washing his hair. 


The minutes ticked on. Wilbur melted further against the stone and plastic. And it wasn’t 
long before Tommy’s fingers stopped hitting tangles. 


“T think we’re good,” Tommy declared, lightly smacking the center of Wilbur’s forehead. 
“Hey! Why’d you smack me!” 


“Sorry, the light was reflecting so brightly off of your giant ass forehead I think it blinded me 
for a second,” Tommy teased. “Seriously, this thing is so huge, you could have a goddamn 
helicopter landing on it!” 


“T could curse you right now if I wanted to,” Wilbur reminded him. 


“But you won’t because you like me too much,” Tommy retorted in an almost sing-song 
voice, pushing at his shoulders to get him up. 


“I tolerate you,” Wilbur corrected, grunting as water dripped down the back of his neck. 


Tommy threw a towel around his shoulders, and Wilbur kept his eyes shut as he reached up to 
pull it over his head. He used it to squeeze the water out of his hair as best he could, taking 
extra care around his staples, and then handed it back to Tommy when he was done. 


Keeping his eyes shut, he listened as Tommy took the basin back to the bathroom to pour the 
water down the sink. He kept his head tilted to the ground, water dripping onto the towel 
around his neck. 


Breathe in. 
Breathe out. 


The bird sang in time with Wilbur’s breaths, and the melody it created was surprisingly 
sweet. 


His thin mattress shifted as Tommy sat down beside him. His eyes were still shut, and 
although he could probably find his blindfold with a bit of searching, he decided he didn’t 
want to put it back on yet. 


“Thank you,” Wilbur said after a moment. “I feel a lot better now.” 
“Oh shut up,” Tommy huffed. “Don’t need to thank me for something stupid like that.” 


Wilbur thought back to that morning. When he’d told Phil that he would’ve been looking out 
for Tommy even if he hadn’t asked him to do so. He supposed that meant sometimes, things 
just went without saying. 


One beat passed. Then another. 


“Are you okay, Wilbur?” Tommy asked, his voice far softer than usual. 


“I mean, if you’re asking about my head, I feel a bit sick still but nothing too bad,” Wilbur 
said, nudging Tommy’s shoulder as he kept his eyes shut. “I was just more worried about 
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you. 


“Death below, you really are like Phil,” Tommy muttered, leaning against him. Without 
saying a word, Wilbur wrapped his arm around Tommy’s shoulders, and Tommy curled into 
his side. 


“With a kid like you I’m surprised he doesn’t have more grey hair,” Wilbur joked, his eyes 
still shut as he turned to rest his chin on top of Tommy’s head. 


Tommy snorted. “What, you worried you’re gonna start going grey, grandpa?” 


“I wouldn’t be surprised at this point,” Wilbur huffed. “I’ve certainly been through enough 
stress.” 


Tommy laughed for a few moments, Wilbur smiling with him, before they both went silent 
again. 


Seconds ticked by like hours. 


“Speaking of,” Tommy then said, something strange in his voice, “Now that I’ve seen your 
face I just wanted to point out that, like, I totally called that you weren’t super old or 
anything.” 


Wilbur’s smile disappeared. Right. Tommy still didn’t know how old he was. 


He didn’t respond for a moment. Then a moment turned into a minute, and a minute turned 
into several as he and Tommy slumped back against the wall, moving in unison without 
either one needing to say anything. 


Tommy’s curls tickled his chin. He debated moving his head away, but decided not to. 
“Twenty-two,” he finally said, the number slipping out without him even thinking of it. 
Beneath him, Tommy tensed. “What?” 


“A while back, you asked me how old I was,” Wilbur explained, keeping his eyes shut as 
tightly as possible. “I’m twenty-two.” 


It didn’t matter. The age of an empty vessel was nothing more than a number on a piece of 
paper. He knew that. 


But now that he’d said it, he couldn’t stop tossing it around in his mind. Twenty-two. That 
was four years older than Tommy. In a way, that felt like a lifetime. But at the same time, he 
knew it wasn’t that much of a difference at all. 


“Y’ know, while I knew it wasn’t true, a part of me kept hoping you were secretly, like, my 
age just so I could make fun of you for calling me a child,” Tommy snorted, burying his face 
in Wilbur’s shoulder. “But twenty-two makes sense.” 


Twenty-two didn’t mean anything. Not for a hollowed out shell. 
But Tommy said it made sense. Like it meant something for him. 


Maybe if Wilbur tried hard enough, he could trick himself into thinking it did mean 
something. And maybe if Wilbur spent enough time around Tommy, he could also trick 
himself into thinking he wasn’t hollow. 


But the Pythia knew that was just wishful thinking. 
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“T think we should have a night out.” 
“what?” 


Over a week had passed since Tommy and Jack’s supply run. Ponk had already taken the 
staples out of the Pythia’s head, and he’d been left with nothing more than a thin scar ridge 
on his scalp. The cut on Tommy’s side had already scabbed over. For the most part, neither of 
them were any worse for wear. 


On the surface, everything had gone back to normal. But everyone in the temple knew that 
couldn’t be further from the truth. 


Tommy and the Pythia avoided Niki and Jack like the plague, and vice versa. If one pair 
walked into the cafeteria while the others were still eating, they would leave and wait for 
them to finish. It wasn’t a truce, but it was surprisingly civil considering how things had 
come so closely to blows before. The Pythia suspected this had to do more with the guilty 
looks Jack kept sending his way rather than anything to do with Tommy, but he’d take what 
he could get. 


The tension was borderline unbearable at this point. Every time the Pythia left his room with 
Tommy, the two of them were on constant alert. They could both feel the stares boring into 
the back of their heads whenever they passed by the others—the weight of everyone’s silent 
questions. 


Phil and Techno had banned Tommy from going out for the foreseeable future, and had also 
assigned him some of the most menial chores in the temple. Cleaning bathrooms, organizing 
their supply inventory, polishing Kristin’s statue—anything that would bore Tommy out of 
his mind. Despite the Pythia not wanting Tommy to be granted any severe punishment, he 
understood why Jack and Niki were by no means happy with this arrangement. Giving 
someone extra chores was the kind of punishment reserved for a misbehaving child. Not a 
murder attempt. 


But at the same time, what else could they do? The Deathlings never used physical 
punishments for those who broke the rules, nor did they take away necessities like food or 
privacy. So giving Tommy extra chores and banning him from going out on runs was the 
most they could do. 


Their daily routine in the temple was more than suffocating. So it wasn’t a surprise when 
Tommy woke the Pythia up one morning with that one simple sentence. 


Even still, the Pythia wasn’t sure if he heard him right. 


“I mean we should go out!” Tommy repeated, giving the Pythia a duh look. “I can’t fucking 
take it in here, man. I feel like the walls are gonna close in on me or some shit.” 


The Pythia frowned. “I thought you weren’t supposed to leave the temple.” 


“I’m not supposed to go on supply runs,” Tommy corrected, leaning back against the stone 
wall. “Phil didn’t say anything about just going out.” 


“I’m pretty sure it was implied,” the Pythia pointed out. 

Tommy huffed. “What, are you gonna snitch?” 

The Pythia gave Tommy a flat stare. Tommy met his gaze evenly through the blindfold. 
After a few beats, the Pythia sighed. 

“T guess one drink at Quackity’s won’t hurt.” 


To the Pythia’s surprise, Tommy shook his head. “Oh, I didn’t mean going to Quackity’s. I 
meant we should go out.” 


Huh? 


The Pythia blinked, struggling to wrap his head around what Tommy was implying. He 
glanced behind Tommy at the door to his room, checking to make sure it was shut all the way 
before meeting Tommy’s eyes again. 


“Like... out in the city?” The Pythia whispered, his heartrate picking up speed. 


Tommy nodded. “Yup. Thought it’d be fun for us to go visit a night market or something, 
y know?” 


There was no hint of worry in Tommy’s voice, or even the slightest suspicion that this might 
not be a good idea. Like he was just asking a friend if they wanted to hang out. Like the 
Pythia wasn’t the Pythia at all, but just- 


“Wilbur?” Tommy asked after a beat. “You good?” 


“T- I think so,” the Pythia stammered, looking down at the colorful blankets he was sitting on. 
“T guess I’m just a little, um, confused?” 


Furrowing his brows, Tommy cocked his head to the side, and the Pythia didn’t miss how 
reminiscent it was of Phil. “Confused about what?” 


The Pythia stared at him for a moment, before sighing and shaking his head. “You’re 
suggesting that we, you and me both, leave the temple. That / leave the temple and go out 
into the city. Do you not see the problem with that?” 


“What, you think I’m worried about you making a run for it?” Tommy asked, raising an 
eyebrow. “Because if you were planning to run, you would’ve done that a while ago, Wil.” 


It was true. The Pythia knew this. He’d had several opportunities to escape by now, and he 
hadn’t taken any of them. There was an invisible block in his mind. Something that tied his 
feet to the ground every time he saw the chance to run. A voice in the back of his head telling 
him to stay. 


The Pythia knew he should be trying to get back to the palace by any means necessary. 
But Wilbur couldn’t bring himself to go. 

“You really trust me that much?” He asked in a soft voice. 

“Sure do,” Tommy nodded. 

He thought back to the night Tommy helped him wash the blood out of his hair. 

“I trust you, ” Tommy said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.” 


Trusting him not to curse Tommy was one thing—that only put Tommy in danger and no one 
else. But this? 


Tommy was putting the Deathlings as a whole at risk. If the Pythia escaped, he could lead the 
palace to this temple, and they would be wiped out once and for all. Tommy might’ve been 
impulsive, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew this just as well as the Pythia did. 


“Are you sure?” He pushed, raising an eyebrow at Tommy. “Because if I run back to Schlatt, 
I can tell him where you all are.” 


It was all talk with no substance. Even if he was still struggling to understand why he 
couldn’t bring himself to leave, he knew that if he found himself sitting in front of Schlatt 
tomorrow, he wouldn’t say a damn word about where the Deathlings were. Because he’d 
been told they were murderers, delusional cultists, and monsters. 


The Deathlings were people. Nothing more, nothing less. But Schlatt’s people wouldn’t see 
them that way. 


“You're not going to do that,” Tommy said evenly. 


He frowned. “How do you know though? You shouldn’t- for fuck’s sake, you shouldn’t just 
blindly trust me like this, Tommy! I could get all of you killed and you don't even seem to 
care!” 


At this, Tommy scowled. “Of course I fucking care, asshole. I know exactly what could 
happen if you make a break for it. But I also know you, Wilbur, and I know you’re not going 
to do that.” 


For some reason, this made anger flare up in his chest—bright red and burning hot. “I haven’t 
given up on Clara, you know.” 


He wasn’t sure why he said that. It slipped out without him thinking about it, and the words 
felt hollow as they echoed in his ears. 


“What?” Tommy asked, looking taken back. 


“Tm still loyal to Her,” he continued, ignoring the bird pecking at his ribs again. “Even if I’m 
still here, I haven’t abandoned Her. I don’t want you to think that.” 


Tommy considered this for a moment, eyes darting to the ground as a crease formed between 
his brows. 


“T used to be pretty neutral towards Clara, all things considered,” Tommy said, his jaw 
clenching. “Even though we worship Kristin, we have nothing against Clara. She just wasn’t 
my goddess, so I didn’t really think too much about her.” Tommy paused. “That changed 
after we kidnapped you though.” 


His frown deepened as he met Tommy’s eyes through his blindfold once again. “How so?” 
Tommy took a shaky breath. 


“I think I hate her now,” he confessed. “I hate her because you’re so fucking loyal to her 
despite all the horrible shit you’ve gone through in her name.” 


Words like that should’ve been laced with poison. Spat like vitriol with the intent to cut open 
his chest and let all the blood spill out. 


But instead, the only thing he could recognize in Tommy’s voice was frustration. 


“You don’t have the right to say that,” he spat back, the anger spiking again as the flames 
inside him grew. “You don’t have any fucking right to talk badly about Her.” 


Tommy pushed to his feet. “Maybe I don’t, but you do, Wilbur.” 
Gritting his teeth, the Pythia stood up so he and Tommy were face to face. 
“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” 


“She took your name from you!” Tommy exclaimed, his eyes burning as brightly as the 
flames in the Pythia’s chest. “You got told that you were fucking empty inside! Don’t you see 
how messed up that is?” 


Pain flashed through the Pythia’s jaw from how hard he was clenching his teeth. The bird 
shrieked as the flames wrapped around it. 


“I am empty!” He shouted, his voice echoing off the walls of his room. “I’m not a fucking 
person, Tommy, and I keep trying to tell you that but you won’t listen!” 


Tommy flinched at the shout. When he focused on the Pythia’s face again, his eyes were 
searching—searching for any sign that the Pythia’s words were wrong. That there was 
something deeper there. 


“You are a person though,” Tommy protested, his voice breaking. 


“No, I’m not,” he repeated, his chest heaving. “You’re just convincing yourself that I am 
because you want Clara to be wrong. You call me Wilbur and insist I’m not empty, but that’s 
just not true.” 


“It’s not because I want Clara to be wrong, dipshit. It’s because I know you and I know that 
you’re the one that’s wrong here!” 


Blood roared in his ears as his eyes began to burn. Tommy didn’t know what he was talking 
about. The facts weren’t pretty, but facts weren’t meant to be pretty. They were just facts. 
And not liking them didn’t change anything. 


“I’m hollow inside,” he said, his voice much lower now. 


Letting out a slow breath from his nose, Tommy curled his hands into fists at his sides. 
“You’re not though. I know you’re not.” 


“And you know me so well? Is that it?” The Pythia jeered. 


Instead of flinching back like the Pythia expected him to, Tommy stepped forward so the two 
of them were eye to eye. 


“Yeah, I do,” Tommy said without a single hint of a waver in his voice. “I know you better 
than anyone else in the temple does, and I definitely know you better than anyone in the 
palace did.” 


The Pythia dug his nails into his palm. Tommy was right. He couldn’t think of anyone he’d 
met in the past decade that knew him as well as this teenage Deathling did. 


And he hated it. He hated the feeling of being known. 


“So what, do you think that makes you special, Tommy?” The Pythia shot back, the words so 
sharp, they left his mouth tasting like blood. “Yeah, I’ve told you things. But that doesn’t 
mean anything. That doesn’t mean you understand me. That doesn’t mean you understand my 
relationship with Clara.” 


“Youre right. I don’t understand your relationship with Clara, and frankly, I don’t want to. 
Because whatever Clara has done to you has fucked up your head so badly, you can’t see all 
the terrible shit she’s put you through when it’s staring you right in the face!” 


“You're such a stupid fucking child,” the Pythia spat, wrenching his face away from 
Tommy’s gaze. 


Tommy’s eyes narrowed at that. “I’m not stupid, and I’m not a child.” 


“You are. You’re impulsive, you jump to conclusions, you think you know more than you 
do-”’ 


“I don’t think I know you, I do-” 

“And honestly, it’s no fucking wonder you pushed Jack off that roof.” 

That shut Tommy up. 

His mouth snapped shut, hurt flashing in his eyes as he took a step away from the Pythia. 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Tommy asked, his voice dangerously low. 


The Pythia ignored the buzz of anxiety under his skin, ignored how it was almost whispering 
to him, telling him you fucked up you fucked up you fucked up- 


He picked up this thread, and now he had to pull on it as hard as it would go. 


“Like I said, you’re impulsive and you think you know better than you do. You make 
decisions for other people because you think you know what’s best for them, but the reality is 
that you don’t know jack shit. You’re a child who’s in way over his head,” he said, the 
phantom blood still lingering on his lips. 


Tommy stared at him for a moment, his nostrils flaring. 


“Kind of rich for you to call me a child when you’re only four years older than me,” Tommy 
then pointed out. 


The Pythia struggled not to flinch at this. 


“T am the vessel for a goddess who has been around since the dawn of time,” he hissed, 
although it came out far weaker than he meant it to. “I’d say that makes me far less of a child 
than you.” 


A beat passed. Tommy blinked once. 
“Then where’s your goddess now?” He asked, raising an eyebrow. 


It was a simple question. One that shouldn’t have twisted into his gut like a knife. One that 
should’ve kept his insides where they belonged, instead of making him feel like they were all 
spilled out on the floor, laid bare for the world to see. 


Once again, he hated being known. 
“Get out.” 


Although Tommy seemed like he wanted to keep arguing, after a beat, he took a few steps 
back towards the door. 


Surprisingly, the anger seemed to have died out from Tommy’s eyes. Instead, when the Pythia 
met his gaze through the blindfold again, the only thing he saw was exhaustion. 


Tommy hesitated for another moment. Then, he pulled open the shared door between their 
rooms, and let it slam shut behind him. 


Once he was alone, he tugged the blindfold off his face and slid down to the floor. He 
brought his knees to his chest and buried his face in them, and found himself wondering one 
thing. 


If he was supposed to be hollow, then why did all the emotions spinning in his head make 
him feel like he was going to explode? 
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The Pythia stayed like that for a few hours—sitting against the wall, turning Tommy’s words 
over and over in his mind. The things that Tommy insisted were truths but the Pythia had 
accepted long ago were lies. His unwavering confidence in things the Pythia knew were 
wrong. Like how Tommy insisted he was a person, when he knew he wasn’t. Or how Tommy 
claimed he knew that he wasn’t empty, even though he was. 


Contradiction after contradiction. In a way, that’s what Tommy was to him, wasn’t he? A 
walking contradiction of everything he thought he knew. Both about the Deathlings, and 
about himself. 


The inside of his chest felt scorched, and there was a headache throbbing in his temples. 
Before his argument with Tommy, he’d been planning on going to the bathhouse to clean 
himself up. Now there was a heaviness pushing down on his shoulders, but he knew he 
wasn’t going to help anything by staying slumped against the wall, so he forced himself to his 
feet so he could go wash off. 


This wasn’t his first time going to the bathhouse alone since Phil had given him permission to 
walk around on his own, but he still wasn’t used to it. His footsteps echoed off the walls of 
the hallway as he headed down to the bathhouse entrance, his heart skipping a beat as he 
reminded himself that he wasn’t being followed. The double steps were only from himself. 


He made it to the bathhouse, and after calling out to make sure it was empty, carefully made 
his way inside the steam filled room. The rocks were slippery under his feet, but he moved 
much faster than he did the first few times he’d done this. Despite the room being pitch 
black, he could see the layout of it in his head now. There was a path near the left wall, where 
the rocks evened out in a way that was easier to navigate than anywhere else in the room. 


This time, he was able to stop before his feet hit the water, having gained a sense for how far 
he had to walk before he reached it. He set his new clothes on a dry rock before undressing, 
making sure to leave the blindfold in an easy to reach place before slipping into the bath. 


The hot water was surprisingly soothing to the scorch marks in his chest. The tension in his 
shoulders leaked out as the water ran over his muscles, the ball of anxiety in his gut 
untangling itself as the seconds ticked by. 


He wasn’t sure how things escalated with Tommy so quickly. One moment, they were talking 
about sneaking out. The next, they were shouting at each other in a way that felt wholly 
foreign to the dynamic they’d developed over the past few months. 


It was Tommy’s fault. That’s what he wanted to believe. Tommy was the one who started 
insulting Clara without any good reason. Tommy was the one who didn’t understand his 
relationship with Her. Tommy was the one who kept trying to force his view of Clara onto 
him. 


Except he knew that wasn’t exactly fair. 


Tommy cared. That much was obvious. The entire argument started because Tommy was 
upset about things the Pythia had gone through in Clara’s name. It wasn’t Tommy’s place to 
judge Clara for that, but he also knew he’d had similar thoughts about Kristin and the 
practices the Deathlings underwent for her. 


In complete honesty, he’d said far worse about Kristin in the past than what Tommy had said 
about Clara. He had enough self-awareness to admit that. 


But he hadn’t said those kinds of things for a while now. He’d been able to recognize that the 
things he’d always been told about the Deathlings and Kristin weren’t exactly accurate, and 
tried to adjust his behavior because of that. 


Tommy seemed to do the complete opposite. It was as if the more he learned about Clara 
through the Pythia, the worse his opinion of Her became. 


He wanted to be angry at Tommy for that. He wanted to shout at him and tell him he had no 
right to speak on things he didn’t understand. And he did. That was exactly what he’d done. 


Even still... he couldn’t help but repeat Tommy’s words in his mind. 


”You are a person though. ” 


Tommy believed he was a person. There wasn’t any doubt in his voice when he told the 
Pythia that. Despite all of his attempts to say otherwise, Tommy refused to budge. 


Dark water lapped at his shoulders and wrapped around him like an old friend, whispering in 
his ear that he was hidden here. And maybe it was because of the reassurance that no one 
could see him in the void that a traitorous question unfurled in his mind. 


Was Tommy right? 


He couldn’t be right. It went against everything he’d ever been taught since Clara had first 
chosen him. But at the same time, Tommy was so certain that he was more than a vessel. And 
right now, with so many feelings twisting around inside his chest and strangling the bird until 
it screamed, he couldn’t help but feel like he wasn’t empty at all. 


The bird had been caged behind his ribs for so long now, it was easy to forget it wasn’t 
supposed to be there. But he knew what it was. He knew the bird wasn’t separate from him in 
any real way. It was him. Where he was supposed to be empty, there was a bird—emotions 
that he shouldn’t have. Stupidly selfish wants and needs and impulses a proper vessel 
would’ve been able to ignore, but he couldn’t. 


Maybe that was why he never felt a connection when he looked into the eyes of Clara’s 
statue. Maybe he was right when he told the former Pythia that Clara made a mistake 
choosing him. Maybe his failure was predetermined from the start. 


But then Clara would’ ve known that, right? Why would She have chosen him if She knew he 
couldn’t fill the role like She needed him to? 


No, it couldn’t have been a mistake. Clara didn’t make mistakes. 


Squeezing his eyes shut, the Pythia dunked his head under the water with the hopes of 
washing away these painful questions. Clara chose this for him before he was even born. He 
was never meant to be a person, so he wasn’t. It was as simple as that. 


He held his breath for as long as he could, until his lungs were screaming for air. When he 
surfaced again, he waited for the scorch marks in his chest to fade. For the soothing water to 
wash away the pain. 


It didn’t. If anything, it just made it worse. 


Pulling himself out of the water, he dried himself off and dressed as quickly as possible 
before putting his blindfold back on, not wanting to stay in the darkness any longer than he 
had to. He stumbled out of the bathhouse and into the corridor, gulping in the fresh air and 
wincing at the way it stung the back of his throat. 


Leaning against the wall, he took a few moments to get his bearings. His racing heart began 
to slow, and although everything inside of him still hurt, he forced himself to shove it down. 
He was fine. Fine like an empty vessel should be. 


That was a lie, but he was going to keep telling himself that until it wasn’t. 


With his blood rushing in his ears and his lungs aching for air, he didn’t hear the second set of 
footsteps until they were right in front of him. 


Eyes snapping open, he looked to his right to see who was walking towards him, only for a 
rock to drop into the pit of his stomach. 


“Tubbo?” He asked, anxiety spiking between his ribs. 


It was dark this far back in the corridor. Besides his silhouette, the only thing about Tubbo he 
could really make out was his glowing right eye. 


For a moment, Tubbo didn’t say anything. The Pythia could faintly make out a frown on his 
face as he looked him up and down, like he was waiting to be acknowledged. 


“Tubbo,” the Pythia repeated, louder this time. “What do you want?” 
This time, Tubbo reacted to his name. 


“Uh, shit, I know you just asked me something,” he said, speaking just a bit too loud for 
being right in front of him. “I actually wanna talk to you about something, but can we move a 
bit away from the bathhouse first?” 


Frowning, the Pythia nodded and followed Tubbo a few steps down the corridor and away 
from the bathhouse entrance. The sounds of the gurgling water got quieter the further they 
got, and when it was bright enough for the Pythia to make out Tubbo’s face, he held a finger 
up and started digging in his pockets. 


While the Pythia didn’t like being alone with Tubbo in a dark hallway, he had to admit, he 
was curious why Tubbo would want to talk to him. Did Tommy tell him about their 
argument? As far as he knew, Tommy and Tubbo hadn’t properly spoken in weeks. But 
maybe his argument with the Pythia was enough to drive him back to the friend who wanted 
to kill him? 


The anxiety began to jab between his ribs quicker than before. 


“Just- hang on a second,” Tubbo told him, brows furrowing as he searched for something. 
After another moment, he pulled out two small metal devices and put them in his ears, 
tapping them both a few times before jolting like he’d been shocked. 


Another beat passed. Then, he let out a breath and met the Pythia’s blindfold again. 


“Okay, sorry, can’t hear shit over how loud the water in the bathhouse is,” Tubbo explained, 
gesturing to his ear. “What did you ask?” 


Suddenly, realization slapped the Pythia in the face. 


The night he’d tried to escape, Techno had made some strange gestures at Tubbo before 
Tubbo had responded verbally. When the debate for the Pythia’s life happened, Tubbo had 


made similar hand gestures at Tommy, before Tommy called him out on not wanting to let the 
Pythia hear what he had to say. 


That was sign language. He’d figured that much out. But the reason why Tubbo knew sign 
language hadn’t hit him until now. 


“You’re deaf?” 


Tubbo frowned. “I’m hard of hearing which means my ears are a bit shit. But these things-” 
he gestured to the metal devices in his ears, “help me out.” 


“But you can’t wear them when you’re near the bathhouse?” 


“T technically could, but it’s just annoying with how loud it is over there,” Tubbo explained, 
folding his arms over his chest. “Plus it’s not exactly ideal for them to get wet so...” he 
trailed off, shrugging as if to say what can you do? 


“Oh. Um, okay,” the Pythia nodded, unsure of what else to say to that. “You said you wanted 
to talk to me though?” 


Tubbo hummed. “Yeah, I do. Specifically I wanted to talk about last week with the whole, uh, 
supply run shit.” 


The Pythia clenched his jaw as he thought back to how surprised Tubbo had been when 
Tommy had brushed him off the day after the supply run. For the past week, the only people 
Tommy and the Pythia had really spoken to was each other, with the occasional catch up with 
Phil and Techno. Tommy sometimes had to go talk to Sam about something, and of course 
the Pythia had gone to Ponk’s to get his staples removed, but besides that the two had mostly 
just stuck to each other. 


He searched Tubbo’s eyes for any sign of what he was thinking. There had to have been at 
least a small part of him that was upset at the Pythia for keeping Tommy away from him. And 
that tacked on with the fact that Tubbo had already wanted to kill him in the past made the 
fact that they were completely alone right now more than a little nervewracking. 


“Okay. What about it?” The Pythia asked, hoping he didn’t sound as nervous as he felt. 


“Uh, well-” Tubbo hesitated, his eyes falling to the ground. “I wanted to say thanks, 
actually.” 


...huh? 
“Thanks for what?” 


“For stopping Tommy from being a dumbass and getting into a fight,” Tubbo explained. 
“Obviously it sucks that you got your head cracked open, but I think shit would’ve gone a lot 
worse if Jack and Tommy had actually gone at it.” 


Well that wasn’t what he was expecting. 


“Yeah, I don’t think that would’ve ended well for anyone,” The Pythia muttered. 


Tubbo nodded. “I mean, it didn’t end well for you either, but at least that got everyone to shut 
up.” He paused, looking at the ground again. “I don’t really get why you did that, but I 
appreciate that you’re looking out for Tommy either way.” 


“I wasn’t going to let him get hurt,” he said quietly, ignoring the ache in his chest when he 
thought about the hurt in Tommy’s eyes earlier that day. 


Another beat passed. The spikes of anxiety began to retract. 

“You really care about him,” Tubbo then said. 

His own words echoed in his mind. ’’Get out. ” 

“I do.” 

Tubbo stared at him for another moment, before letting out a breath and shaking his head. 


“Fucking Death below,” he muttered, dragging his hands down his face. “I don’t fucking get 
you, man. This whole time I’ve been waiting for you to give up the act and try to escape 
again, but now Phil’s letting you walk around without a guard, and you took that shove for 
Tommy, and it just doesn’t make sense.” 


The Pythia let out a soft huff. “If it’s any consolation, I don’t really understand myself 
either.” 


“We’re both in the same boat of not understanding what the fuck you’re doing. Good to 
know,” Tubbo said, laughing under his breath. “For the record, I still don’t fully trust you. 
But, like... you’re okay after that fall, right?” 


Blinking in surprise, he nodded. “Um, yeah, I’m fine now. Had to get a few staples, but Ponk 
already took those out.” 


“Good. Glad your skull isn’t broken,” Tubbo told him. He hesitated again, his mismatched 
eyes darting around the walls before settling back on the blindfold. “Tommy has a tendency 
to get himself into trouble, but you won’t let him get himself killed, right?” 


He didn’t even have to think as he shook his head. “No. Of course not.” 
Although doubt flashed in Tubbo’s eyes again, instead of arguing, he simply nodded. 


“Right. Okay. That went better than I expected.” He shifted his weight from foot to foot, like 
he wasn’t quite sure what to do now. “I gotta go wash up though so PII just-” he awkwardly 
shuffled around the Pythia to head back down the corridor towards the bathhouse, but before 
he could get more than a few steps, the Pythia called out to him again. 


“Tubbo?” 


“Yeah?” He asked, glancing over his shoulder. 


The Pythia looked down at his empty arms. “Don’t you need a change of clothes?” 
There was a beat of silence. Then, Tubbo groaned. 


“Fuck me, I knew I was forgetting something,” he complained, dragging his hands down his 
face as he turned back around. 


Laughing under his breath, the Pythia watched Tubbo hurry off in the same direction he was 
walking. Since he was going at a slower pace, Tubbo soon disappeared down the hall, leaving 
him alone as he made his way back to his room. 


He didn’t see Tommy for the rest of the day. When he went to the cafeteria to get himself 
food, he had a brief conversation with Aimsey who wanted to know how he was doing with 
his head wound, but didn’t stick around to talk to anyone else. Once he got back to his room, 
he pressed his ear to their shared door, trying to see if he could hear Tommy on the other side. 


Instead, he was only met with silence. Tommy wasn’t there. 


At one point, he fell asleep. He wasn’t sure how, but one moment he was staring at the wall, 
debating if he should try to find Aimsey again just to have someone to talk to, or if he should 
stay where he was in case Tommy came back. The next thing he knew, he was stretched 
across his mattress, blinking awake to the sound of knocking. 


His head throbbed because he’d fallen asleep with the blindfold on. Ignoring the pain, he 
squeezed his eyes shut, not bothering to look at which door the knocking was coming from. 


“What?” He called out, dragging his hands down his face. 


“Do you have your eyes covered? Or are you gonna curse me if I come in there?” Tommy’s 
voice echoed back. 


A jolt ran through him as the fight flashed through his mind again. Fuck. Tommy was asking 
to come in. 


The thing was... Tommy didn’t sound mad. The question was asked in his usual brash tone, 
but nothing more aggressive than that. In a way, it almost sounded like there was nothing 
wrong at all. Like they’d never gotten into a fight in the first place. 


Taking a breath to steady himself, he called back, 
“Come in.” 


The shared door between their rooms opened, and Tommy poked his head in. Despite how 
normal he’d sounded, it was obvious that he was nervous to be in there. His eyes kept darting 
around the room, refusing to settle on the Pythia himself. One of his hands tugged at the hem 
of his shirt, like he wasn’t sure what else to do with it. He also stayed in the doorway, like he 
was worried about being kicked out again. 


Seconds ticked by. The Pythia wondered who was going to speak first. 


As expected, it ended up being Tommy. 
“So you’re a dick.” It was a statement of fact. Still not angry, but not a lighthearted jab either. 


The Pythia frowned. “/’m the dick? You’re the one who started with the ‘I hate Clara’ 
bullshit.” 


Tommy scoffed. “You didn’t have to bring Jack into it.” 
Clenching his jaw, the Pythia looked at the ground. “I wasn’t wrong though.” 
“And neither was I,” Tommy shot back. 


Their words were sharp, but there was no heat behind them. The Pythia was too exhausted to 
stoke the flames in his chest again. If Tommy wanted to start another fight, he wasn’t going 
to bite. 


“If you want an apology from me, you’re not getting one,” the Pythia huffed, leaning back 
against his pillows. 


Rolling his eyes, Tommy shifted so he was leaning against the doorway. “No, I didn’t come 
here for that.” He folded his arms over his chest. “I’m just here to see if you still want to go 
to the night market.” 


Wait, what? 


Frowning, he pushed to his feet so he was properly facing Tommy instead of sitting on his 
bed. “You... You still want to go?” 


Tommy shrugged. “Depends on if you’re gonna be a bitch about it or not.” 


That didn’t make sense. Why would Tommy still let him out of the temple after the fight they 
had? Sure, Tommy said he trusted him earlier today, but that was before the shouting and 
anger. That was before their words drew blood. 


If he was in Tommy’s position, it was stupid to let him leave the temple so soon after an 
argument like that. It would be so easy for him to run. To disappear in the crowd and find a 
police officer nearby. 


Lifting his gaze, the Pythia met Tommy’s eyes through the blindfold once again. Tommy 
wasn’t stupid. He wouldn’t let the Pythia out of the temple after this fight unless- 


Oh. 


There was a challenge sitting behind Tommy’s cool gaze. And the moment the Pythia 
realized that, he understood what Tommy was doing. 


If they went out together, the Pythia would have a choice. He could try to run again, and most 
likely be successful this time. He could go back to Clara. He could prove to Tommy just how 
loyal he was to Her. 


Or he could stay. And the implications of that were not lost on him either. 
“Let’s go,” he said to Tommy, nodding his head once. 
Tommy didn’t smile as he went back to his room to grab his stuff. 


To go outside the temple, the Pythia had to be smart about how he dressed. He had to keep 
the blindfold on for obvious reasons, but he and Tommy both knew walking around in a gold 
and white blindfold was going to draw some attention. 


The jacket Tommy gave him to wear was somewhere between teal and blue, and decorated 
with white swirls. It was made of a water-resistant fabric with a soft lining, and a hood that 
was so large, it covered the sides of his face and dipped slightly in front of his eyes. So if he 
kept his head down, it should’ve been fine. 


Sneaking out was a much easier affair than what the Pythia had thought it would be. It was 
late by the time they actually got their things and headed out. The main chamber was 
completely empty, meaning it was all too easy for them to slip out the vault door with the rest 
of the Deathlings being none the wiser. 


The trek up the stairs to Quackity’s bar was punctuated only by their footsteps echoing off the 
walls. Tommy didn’t try to make conversation, and neither did the Pythia. He felt vaguely 
sick, but not in the physical sense. There was a sense of wrongness clinging to his skin that 
he couldn’t shake. Because he knew he was going to be confronted with that choice all too 
soon, and although there had been no question about it this morning... now he wasn’t so sure. 


When they got to the top of the stairs, Charlie let them out, but Tommy explained in a hushed 
whisper that he didn’t want Quackity to know they’d passed through here. At first, Charlie 
seemed unsure, but then Tommy handed him something that the Pythia couldn’t see, and 
Charlie grinned and ushered them out into the alley. 


“Thanks for the tooth, Tommy from Downstairs! I'll see you in a few hours!” Charlie waved, 
before slamming the door shut behind them. 


“You gave him a tooth?” The Pythia asked, his lips curling in disgust. “Where the fuck did 
you even get one?” 


“From my mouth,” Tommy shrugged like that was a perfectly reasonable explanation. “Got it 
knocked out a few years back and decided to hold onto it. Figured it could come in handy 
someday.” 


“That’s gross as fuck.” 


Tommy snorted. “It worked, didn’t it?” Then, he brushed past the Pythia, his boots landing in 
a puddle of rancid alley water that splashed onto the Pythia’s own shoes. “Anyway, aren’t 
you gonna take a deep breath of that sweet, polluted city air since you’re outside again?” 


...oh. 


So distracted by the tooth, the Pythia hadn’t even registered what was going on until Tommy 
said that. Because he was actually outside. 


The alleyway looked just as he remembered it from his drug-induced haze. Puddles on the 
asphalt reflected the soft yellow glow of the neon ‘Q’ that hung by the door, walls made of 
dark brick crowded around on either side of them, and the sound of honking horns traveled 
from the street to the Pythia’s left. 


“This feels... weird,” he admitted, shoving his hands in his pockets as he dipped the toe of 
his boot into a puddle. 


The surface rippled, obscuring his reflection. He tugged the hood further over his head. 


“Bad weird or good weird?” Tommy asked, digging into his own jacket pocket for 
something. 


He shrugged. “I haven’t decided yet.” 


Tommy nodded before finding whatever he was looking for, and the Pythia watched as he 
pulled the same black mask he’d worn over the lower half of his face the night he’d 
kidnapped him back on. Then, before he could blink, Tommy was shoving another mask in 
his own hands. 


“Put that on. You shouldn’t be showing your face to any cameras anyway because of the 
hood, but it’s better to have it on just in case.” 


Unlike Tommy’s, this mask was a shade of orange that was almost gold depending on the 
light. The fabric was soft and stretchy, and although it was awkward to fit it on his nose under 
the blindfold, he got it to stay in place soon enough. 


The Pythia knew that if it got to a point where he didn’t think he could lose Tommy in a 
crowd, he could easily tug the mask down to point his face at a nearby camera and the police 
would be there in minutes. He was sure Tommy also knew that. 


Once he’d gotten that on, Tommy was already walking further down the alley and away from 
the street. Frowning, the Pythia followed to ask him where he was going, before he saw the 
lump hidden under a dark tarp. 


Tommy took the tarp off his hoverbike, and a pit formed in the Pythia’s gut remembering 
how sick and out of it he’d been the last time he was on that thing. At the same time though, 
he couldn’t ignore the excitement buzzing under his skin at the idea of getting to ride the 
hoverbike when he wasn’t drugged out of his mind. When he could actually savor the wind 
on his face, the roar of the engine in his ears. 


So he ignored the pit and waited for Tommy to roll the bike into the center of the alley. Once 
he’d climbed on, Tommy gave him an expectant look, and he took a deep breath before 
clambering on behind him. 


“Fucking- shit, hang on,” he muttered, struggling to balance as he threw his leg over the side. 


Tommy snorted. “So it wasn’t the tranquilizer that nearly made you fall over last time.” 


“It was,” he snapped, grunting as he settled himself on the seat behind Tommy. “It’s just 
awkward, that’s all.” 


“Sureeee.”’ 


Before he could try to argue more, the hoverbike roared to life beneath him. He yelped and 
wrapped his arms around Tommy, and Tommy laughed as he pulled the bike towards the 
street. 


“Don’t fall off!” He called out. 
And that was the only warning he got before they were off. 


It was bright. That was the first thing the Pythia thought as the hoverbike raced through the 
streets of the city, weaving between cars and twisting around corners fast enough to give him 
whiplash. Above their heads, hundreds of holograms hovered between buildings. It was the 
same advertisements as always. Junk food, liquor, makeup, TV shows, movies—anything and 
everything they could convince people to spend their credits on. Distraction after distraction 
after distraction. 


The holograms came in all shades of neon. Yellows, pinks, greens, blues, and more. It was 
such a stark contrast to the low lights in the temple. The soft shades of purple and the white 
hazes that sometimes reflected off the stone. It almost hurt his eyes to look at for too long, 
but if he wasn’t looking at the sky then that meant he’d be looking at the road, and he really 
didn’t want to look at the road with Tommy driving. 


Rain drops pelted his hands and the few parts of his face that were exposed. The water was 
warm, the air heavy as it slid down his throat like something closer to liquid than it should’ve 
been. The smell of gasoline and asphalt mixed with the heat into something rancid, but in a 
way, was also nostalgic. He’d been too out of it the last time he was on these streets to notice 
these details, but it was more than familiar. It was his childhood. 


The bike darted between two sleek sports cars, and the Pythia yelped when his jacket brushed 
someone’s window. They made it through without a collision though, and it wasn’t long 
before they were pulling off the main road and into a parking lot. 


He smelled the market before he saw it. Roasting meat, fragrant spices, hot oil, something 
sugary—he couldn’t remember the last time he’d actually been to a market, and his chest 
ached with the familiarity of it all. 


Instead of pulling into a parking spot, Tommy drove over one of the dividers between the 
spaces, parking his bike right in between two cars in a way that the Pythia would say was 
tempting fate. But he didn’t seem worried as he cut the engine and gestured for the Pythia to 
hop off the bike. 


Climbing off was slightly easier than climbing on, albeit not by much. Tommy caught him 
before he could stumble, and the Pythia glared at him when he heard him laughing under his 


breath. 


“Not my fault you’re clumsy as fuck,” Tommy teased, letting go of his arm once he was 
steady on his feet. 


“Considering the only other time I’ve been on a hoverbike was when I was nearly 
unconscious, you can’t exactly blame me for not being very good at it,” he shot back, 
readjusting the mask on his face and tugging his hood further over his head. 


At this, Tommy faltered. “Wait, that was your first time on a hoverbike?” 


“Obviously. When else would I have been on a bike?” The Pythia scoffed, brushing past 
Tommy to start towards the market. 

Tommy hurried after him. “I mean- I just- I dunno, I didn’t think about it!” 

“Well, there you go. That was my second time ever getting on a hoverbike,” he told Tommy, 


dropping his head so he was looking at the ground as they got closer to the market. “Now can 
you grab my arm or something so I don’t run into a pole?” 


He heard Tommy scoff beside him, but cool metal fingers wrapped around his own, and he let 
out a breath he hadn’t even realized he was holding. 


The Pythia only got to see it through risky glances, but the night market was just like the ones 
he’d been to as a child. Makeshift stands sold all kinds of fried and roasted foods, the rich 
scents wafting through the air and making his mouth water. There were kebabs, noodles, 
sandwiches, crepes, and so much more. His stomach growled, and without thinking he started 
eyeing the prices, searching for whatever was cheapest. 


After a moment of searching, he tugged on Tommy’s hand. 
“Yeah?” Tommy asked. 


“What about those?” He asked, gesturing to a stand on their left selling cheesy potato 
pancakes. “They’re only a few credits each.” 


Although the lower half of Tommy’s face was covered by his own mask, his eyes were 
enough to tell him that this wasn’t the right suggestion to make. 


“We can get those if you want, but there’s a place here I actually wanted to take you to,” 
Tommy told him. 


“Oh. Yeah, wherever you wanna go,” he agreed since he wasn’t really in the mood for potato 
pancakes anyway. 


Nodding, Tommy squeezed his hand and continued to lead him through the crowd and further 
into the market. 


The crowd wasn’t the worst he’d ever seen before, but it was still the most people he’d been 
around in... a while, to say the least. Shoulders brushed against his own, dozens of voices 


floated over his head as he caught random snippets of conversations from the strangers 
around him, and the pit in his stomach grew larger. 


He was suddenly very grateful that he had to keep his eyes on the ground, because he already 
felt like he was drowning in the sea of people. Tommy’s hand was a lifeline for him. The cool 
metal soothed the ringing in his ears, and he tried to focus on the intricate carvings wrapped 
around his fingers instead of the colors and the sounds and the smells and just all of it. 


Thankfully, it didn’t take long for them to get to the stand Tommy wanted to bring him to. 
Once they stopped, he risked a glance up and saw they were at a stand that sold croquettes 
alongside pan-fried noodles. 


“Oh, I don’t think I’ve had a croquette before,” he said, eyeing the options. When he glanced 
at the prices though, he frowned. “Are you sure-” 


“You'll like them. Trust me,” Tommy said, although he had a feeling that Tommy knew he 
wasn’t about to protest the food choice. “Do you have any preferences, or can I order for us?” 


Considering how everything sounded pretty good to him, he shrugged. “Go for it.” 


His eyes crinkled up like he was smiling despite the mask covering the lower half of his face, 
and Tommy ran up to the stand to give the vendor their orders, while the Pythia stood off to 
the side with his eyes trained on the ground. 


Without Tommy’s hand wrapped around his, he felt the pit in his stomach grow bigger. He 
shifted his weight from foot to foot, the cacophony of voices wrapping around him as he 
resisted the urge to look up again so he could see if Tommy was still talking to the vendor. He 
could hear oil bubbling and something sizzling against a pan, alongside the soft raindrops 
pattering against the tops of the vendor stands. More shoulders brushed against his own, and 
he had to bite back a yelp when someone shoved into him a little harder than he expected. 


What was taking Tommy so long? He shouldn’t have been ordering them that much. Should 
he risk looking up again? What if someone noticed the blindfold? Tommy wouldn’t have just 
wandered off- 


“Alright, you wanna go find a table while we wait?” Tommy asked, grabbing his hand again 
as if they’d never separated. 


Relief washed over him, and he nodded. “Lead the way.” 


He followed Tommy through the crowd to a more open area where plastic tables had been set 
up for people to eat at. Tommy found them a small table in the far corner, and the Pythia 
ignored the way his anxiety spiked as soon as he let go of Tommy’s hand again. 


Rain continued to patter down on the top of his hood. At least it wasn’t cold. 


“Since you’re facing away from everyone else, I think you can look up now,” Tommy told 
him in a low voice. 


Although he was still nervous, he lifted his head to meet Tommy’s eyes. The challenge was 
still there, but there was something warmer too. Excitement, maybe. 


“Have you missed this?” Tommy asked, glancing around the market. 
“T think so,” he answered, wringing his hands in his lap. “It’s a little overwhelming though.” 


Immediately, Tommy’s excitement turned to worry. “Oh shit, I didn’t even think about that. 
Are you okay?” 


The Pythia nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just a lot, you know?” 
“What is?” Tommy asked. 


He knew he was supposed to say the market. Because it was true. The market was a lot to 
deal with right then. 


But that wasn’t the only reason he was finding it harder and harder to breathe. There were too 
many emotions spinning around his head again. He glanced around at the crowd around him, 
wondering if he was going to find an opportunity to escape. The same question echoed in his 
ears over and over again. 


Was he going to leave? 


There was no reason Clara wouldn’t be able to see him right now. He could feel Her gaze 
pressing down on him. Her own silent question was the same as his. 


If he was loyal, the answer should’ve been obvious. But it wasn’t. It wasn’t, and he couldn’t 
deny that anymore. 


“Everything,” he admitted, his voice cracking. “Everything is a lot right now.” 
Somehow, he knew that Tommy would understand he didn’t just mean the market. 
Before Tommy could say anything, a horrifyingly familiar voice echoed in his ears. 


”I wanna set the record straight: I was doing what my guards trained me to in a hostage 
situation, okay? I wasn t just- just screaming for help because I was scared or whatever. It 
was supposed to keep everyone distracted.” 


Snapping his head towards the noise, he flinched with his entire body when he met Schlatt’s 
eyes through the hologram projected in front of the tables. 


It was some kind of TV interview. Schlatt sat on a cream sofa, his eyes glowing red and suit 
perfectly pressed, leaning back against the cushions as he spoke to a young woman with long 
dark hair. She wore a lilac dress covered in ruffles that spiraled their way around her body, 
almost making her look as though she was floating. 


Tina Kitten. She was one of the most popular talk show hosts in the country, although she 
normally interviewed actors, singers, Zon streamers—people in the entertainment industry. 


Not the literal fucking Emperor. 
...schlatt must’ve requested an interview with her. Fucking typical. 


”Of course. You had to keep the terrorists' attention for the sake of the palace guard. It was a 
very brave thing to do,” Tina nodded, although it was obvious to anyone with eyes she didn’t 
believe a word of what she was saying. 


”I mean, I wouldnt call myself a hero or anything, ” Schlatt chuckled, brushing back a stray 
piece of hair. ”But yeah, I had to shout and scream and look like a little-” the TV bleeped out 
the word ‘bitch’, ”to keep the Deathling’s eyes on me. It was better they focused on me and 
not the rest of the guests, since we had some very important people in attendance that night.” 


Nodding again, Tina fiddled with the corner of her dress, the pastel tattoos on her arms 
glowing against her skin. ”That included the Pythia, correct?” 


The pit in his stomach grew impossibly large. 


”Yup. Sure did,” Schlatt said, shifting to a different sitting position as he curled his left hand 
into a fist. But thanks to the quick action of the palace guard, the Pythia was taken directly 
to a safe room.” 


* Thats a relief to hear,” Tina said, smiling at Schlatt. ” Has the palace guard figured out how 
the Deathlings were able to-”’ 


“Wasn’t this already on, like, a month ago?” A random person sitting at a nearby table asked 
the woman they were eating with. 


The woman rolled her eyes. “No, that was a different one. He’s done, like, five interviews 
about the Deathling attack so far.” 


“But he won’t talk about that flood we had in the East tunnel last week,” the person scoffed, 
shaking their head. “Fucking typical.” 


Suddenly feeling very exposed, the Pythia shrunk down in his chair, tugging the hood further 
over his head. A metal hand reached across the table, and he took it without a second thought. 


“Are you okay?” Tommy whispered, glancing at the screen and then back to him. 


Taking a shaky breath, the Pythia nodded. “Yeah, I just-” he hesitated. “I knew he was going 
to do that. That he’d lie about me being missing.” 


Tommy nodded. “Schlatt’s been milking this for all its worth, using it to talk about how there 
needs to be more surveillance in the wake of the ‘Deathling threat’ and all that shit. He’s also 
trying to get people to report any suspicious behavior they see when it comes to worshipping 
Death. Obviously we know he’s looking for you, but he’s just playing it off as trying to get 
rid of the terrorist threat.” 


He could only imagine how pissed Schlatt was about all this. Without him around, he didn’t 
have his best bargaining chip when it came to dealing with other countries. At the same time 


though, he was probably at least somewhat glad it happened, since he could go on all these 
stupid talk shows and use it as an excuse to consolidate more power for himself. 


His jaw clenched. Distantly, he heard the croquette stand call out a number. 
“Shit, that’s us,” Tommy said, disentangling their fingers as he got to his feet. 


The Pythia moved to stand, but Tommy hesitated before holding a hand out, gesturing for 
him to stay. 


“No, it’s okay,” he said, although his words sounded forced. “Just- stay here. P11 be back in a 
minute.” 


The challenge in his eyes wasn’t a challenge anymore. It was a question. Or maybe a plea, he 
couldn’t tell. Either way though, he understood what Tommy was doing without needing to 
be told. 


The Pythia didn’t say a word as he settled back in his seat. Tommy stared at him for an extra 
beat, and the ache in his chest grew stronger. 


Then, Tommy turned on his heel and disappeared into the crowd, leaving him alone. 
And here it was. The choice. 


No one at the market had glanced twice at him all night. Even now, everyone was more 
focused on their food than the random guy sitting in the corner with a hood over his head. 
Schlatt’s interview was still playing on the TV, although someone had turned the volume 
down to a more reasonable level. 


The raindrops pattered against the hood over his head. He wished he could say it was 
soothing, but it wasn’t. 


If he wanted to leave, the time was now. Tommy was getting their food. No one was around 
to stop him. All it would take was one tug to pull his mask down and a few steps to find a 
security camera. That’s it. That’s all he would need. 


He would go back to the palace and serve under Schlatt again. Where his warnings were 
ignored, and his only purpose was to wear opulent things and stroke the ego of whoever 
Schlatt shoved him towards. He would kneel under Clara’s statue and beg Her for guidance 
that wouldn’t come. He would stare into Her eyes and wonder if he was supposed to feel 
something. 


There would be no one to hold his hand when he got anxious. No one would tease him about 
his height. No one would even talk to him unless they needed something from him. 


He’d never hear someone say the name ‘Wilbur’ again. And that shouldn’t have mattered. 
Because he wasn’t a person, no matter what Tommy said. He was Clara’s. And something of 
Clara’s didn’t need a name. 


But still, it hurt. 


There hadn’t been a vision about this. Clara wasn’t going to provide him any sort of guidance 
for his choice. 


Would he really be turning his back on Her if he didn’t leave? Wouldn’t She have given him 
some sort of sign by now if he had to leave the Deathlings? 


”Where is your goddess now? ” 


Truth be told, he didn’t know where She was. Maybe that was a problem, but maybe it 
wasn’t. 


The seconds were ticking. He was running out of time. 


The Pythia was still Clara’s. And if She sent him a vision ordering him to leave the 
Deathlings, he would have to follow it. But She hadn’t. 


And he didn’t want to leave. 

So... he didn’t. 

Another minute later, he heard footsteps falter behind him. 

“Wil?” Tommy whispered, sounding almost like he wasn’t sure if he was real. 
He couldn’t help but smile at the relief in Tommy’s voice. 

“Did you get the food?” He asked, twisting around in his chair to face his friend. 


Sure enough, Tommy was holding a bowl of noodles in each hand, two croquettes sitting on 
both. He reached out to take the bowls from Tommy’s hand and placed them on the table, 
while Tommy didn’t make a single move towards him. 


Another beat passed. 


Then, Tommy nearly collapsed onto Wilbur’s chair, draping his arms over his shoulders to 
pull him in for a half-standing hug. 


Wilbur laughed quietly, twisting around in the chair to return the hug as best he could. 
“Hi Tommy,” he murmured. 


Tommy let out a shaky breath, hunching over so he could bury his face in Wilbur’s shoulder 
despite how awkward the position was. “Hi,” he whispered back. “I didn’t know if you'd still 
be here.” 


“Well, it was between you and that piece of shit on the TV, so that’s not much competition,” 
he joked. 


Tommy didn’t laugh. “It’s more between me and Clara, isn’t it?” 


The Pythia’s smile faded at that. His arms loosened, and Tommy slowly pulled away from the 
hug, taking another breath as he moved around to sit back in his seat. 


“It’s... not a competition between you and Clara,” the Pythia said slowly, keeping his voice 
low so no one else could overhear. “If She gave me a vision telling me to leave, I’d have to 
follow it. But She hasn’t since that first escape attempt, and I never even saw it succeeding. I 
just saw the attempt.” 


Tommy’s brows furrowed. “So you'd still leave me if she told you to?” 


He nodded. “I’d have to. I belong to Her.” Tommy opened his mouth to say something, but 
the Pythia continued before he could. “I know you don’t understand it, but I’m not asking 
you to. It’s just something we both have to live with.” 


Considering this for a moment, Tommy huffed as he pulled his bowl of noodles closer to him. 
“Tf this was just about differing beliefs I wouldn’t give nearly as much of a shit. But it’s more 
than that.” 


“How so?” The Pythia asked. 


“Tt’s-” Tommy paused, trying to think of the words. “It’s hurting you. It hurt you to have to 
give up your name. It hurts you when you say you’re not a person. I’m not fucking blind. I 
can see it on your face.” 


Clenching his jaw, the Pythia started wringing his hands again in his lap. Steam curled up 
from the noodles in front of him. 


“T know it does,” he finally whispered, so low he wasn’t even sure if Tommy could hear him. 
“So what?” 


Tommy blinked, something horribly sad washing over his face. 
“You don’t think you deserve better?” 


The pit in his stomach was large enough to swallow him whole. “It doesn’t matter what I 
deserve. This is just what I am.” 


The bird in his chest was screaming again, but he ignored it. Because the bird was him, but it 
couldn’t be. It wasn’t supposed to be. 


Maybe it hurt. But it wasn’t like he could just turn his back on Clara. What else would he be? 
Being the Pythia was all he knew. 


At the very least though, there was something relieving about finally having decided that he 
wasn’t going to leave unless Clara explicitly told him to. 


“Wil-” 


“I don’t wanna get into another argument about this,” he said quietly, reaching for his food. 
“And I’m hungry. So can we just eat? Please?” 


His question came out far more like a plea than he meant it to. But it seemed to work, 
because after a moment, Tommy sighed and grabbed a croquette from his bowl. 


“These have potato salad in them by the way.” 
... what. 


“Potato salad?” He asked, pulling down his mask to take a bite of the croquette. The fried 
breading crunched between his teeth, followed by a mouthful of smooth and slightly tangy 
potato salad. 


Damn. That worked better than he thought it would. 
“Why is this so good?” He asked, taking another bite. 


Tommy snorted as he took out a pair of chopsticks to eat his noodles with. “I have no fucking 
clue. I knew you'd like it though.” 


“Because you like it?” He asked, raising an eyebrow at Tommy. 


“Exactly. I’m influencing you. I’m an influencer,” Tommy declared, spreading his arms out to 
the sides. 


He tilted his head back to laugh, and couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief when he felt 
warm raindrops slide over his cheeks. 


The rest of the meal was some of the most fun he’d had in weeks. The croquettes were 
delicious, but the noodles were great as well. Made slightly crispy but not too much, mixed 
with vegetables and a light sesame sauce that was so good, he would’ve been perfectly fine 
with just that and not the croquettes. (He wasn’t complaining about the croquettes either 
though.) 


When they finished their food, he took both his and Tommy’s bowls and carried them to a 
trashcan nearby. After tossing them inside, he turned around to go back to the table, but 
bumped into someone’s shoulder. 


Without thinking, he glanced up. “Oh, sorry-” 


The guy in front of him was completely unfamiliar to him. He had broad shoulders and a 
well-muscled frame, with cybernetic eyes a shade of green so intense, they reminded him of 
emeralds. His dark hair was streaked with gold, and when the Pythia glanced down, he 
noticed that his right arm looked as though it was almost made of solid gold. Meanwhile, his 
left arm had a tattoo of a snake running from the top of his hand, all the way up his shoulder 
and to his neck. 


For some reason, the snake reminded him of something, but he couldn’t think of what. 


“Uh, you’re fine,” the guy said, his voice a bit higher-pitched than the Pythia expected it to 
be. He kept blinking as he stared at the Pythia’s face, and it was only then he realized he 
could see his blindfold. Not only that, but his mask was still pulled down from eating. 


“Sorry,” he muttered again, shoving past the guy and hurrying back to his and Tommy’s 
table. 


As soon as he got back to Tommy, he told him about his fuck up, and the two immediately 
left the night market. In his rush though, he ended up not realizing how low a sign was, and 
smacked himself in the face hard enough to make his vision spin. 


Tommy didn’t stop laughing the entire drive back. And despite his fuck-up, no one followed 
them back, meaning they were safe. If anything, that guy probably just thought he was 
wearing the blindfold as a fashion preference. Maybe to purposefully look like the Pythia. He 
was pretty sure he’d heard something about people dressing up as the Pythia for costume 
parties in the past. 


When they got back to Quackity’s bar, he waited for the regret to set in. For the voice in the 
back of his mind to scream at him for letting another opportunity slip through his fingers. 


It didn’t. All he could feel was relief. 
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When they got back from the night market, Wilbur and Tommy stumbled down the stairs 
while giggling to each other, drunk on the adrenaline of the hoverbike ride. 


In all honesty, for Wilbur the adrenaline came from more places than just the hoverbike. It 
was also the thrill of being outside—without being drugged out of his mind—for the first 
time in years. It was from the nerves still humming in his veins because of the choice he’d 
had to make. It was the rush of relief buzzing under his skin when he decided he was going to 
stay unless Clara told him otherwise. And, well, his head was throbbing from smacking that 
sign, so a bit of his energy was probably coming from that too. 


Wilbur knew that when the next morning came, he would be worried about a thousand 
different things again. His choice would have ramifications he couldn’t ignore forever. But he 
could ignore them for now. He could let himself relax into the knowledge that he wasn’t 


going to be leaving the Deathlings anytime soon. That he wasn’t going to be separated from 
Tommy anytime soon. 


They reached the bottom of the stairwell, and Wilbur slumped against Tommy as he unlocked 
the vault door. Tommy grumbled at his weight, but this only made Wilbur lean further on 
him, resting his chin on top of Tommy’s head while Tommy struggled to stay upright. 


“Are you trying to fall asleep on me or some shit?” Tommy huffed, making both of them step 
back from the keypad. 


“Maybe,” Wilbur mumbled, having shut his eyes despite the fact that the stairwell was nearly 
pitch black already. “You’re a good pillow.” 


“You're literally standing up,” Tommy pointed out, grunting as he yanked open the door. 
“You gonna sleep standing up? Like a horse?” 


“How do you know that horses sleep standing up?” Wilbur asked, resting his arms over 
Tommy’s chest as the two of them squeezed through the crack in the door. 


“Read a book on it once because I wanted to know what real horses are like and not, like, 
holograms,” Tommy explained, pivoting them both around so he could shut the vault door as 
quietly as possible behind them. 


Both of their voices had dropped the moment Tommy had opened the door. Although it was 
late and they weren’t expecting to run into anyone, Wilbur was very aware of how bad this 
would look if someone found out they had snuck out. Not only was Tommy still under 
punishment, but all it would take was a quick call upstairs for the others to realize they hadn’t 
gone to Quackity’s, meaning they would all know Tommy had taken Wilbur outside. 


But the main chamber of the temple was empty. Wilbur detached himself from Tommy, but 
Tommy immediately grabbed his hand, and the two crept back towards their rooms while 
playing a silent game of trying to squeeze the other’s fingers hard enough to make them cry 
out in pain. 


(Tommy started it, for the record. Wilbur was just glad it was Tommy’s flesh and bone hand 
that he was holding this time, because he was pretty sure Tommy’s prosthetic could break his 
fingers if he really went for it.) 


Luck was on their side as they made their way back to Wilbur’s room without issue. He 
pushed open the door himself, turning around to drag Tommy in behind him. But when he 
glanced back, he saw Tommy’s eyes had gone wide, and were focused on something over his 
shoulder. 


There was the sound of someone clearing their throat. Clenching his jaw, he tugged Tommy 
into the room and let the door slam shut, the pit reopening in his gut as all their luck 
dissipated into thin air. 


“Did you two have fun?” Phil asked, his voice tight. 


He stood in the center of the room, his eyes like chips of ice as he looked the two of them up 
and down. First, he focused on Tommy, who shrunk back as soon as Phil’s gaze landed on 
him. Then his focus switched, and the Pythia felt horribly exposed as Phil locked onto his 
eyes despite the blindfold. 


“Phil-” 


“Don’t even start,” Phil snapped, cutting Tommy off. “I’ve been put through the fucking 
emotional ringer over the past hour, so I don’t have any patience for bullshit right now. I 
know you weren’t at Quackity’s bar, so don’t try to pull that. I’m going to ask where you 
were and what you did, and you’re going to answer the questions in a way that doesn’t make 
my headache worse than it already is. Got it?” 


Despite the fact that he was clearly talking to Tommy, Phil’s eyes were still locked onto the 
Pythia. The Pythia wanted the pit in his gut to swallow him whole. 


“Got it,” Tommy answered in a strangely quiet voice. 


Phil nodded, narrowing his eyes at the Pythia before finally looking at Tommy again. “You 
left the temple, yes?” 


“Yes,” Tommy nodded. They were still holding hands, and Tommy was squeezing the 
Pythia’s fingers hard enough to make them go numb. 


“Where did you go?” 
“A night market.” 
“With the Pythia?” 
“Yes.” 


The Pythia winced at this, but Phil didn’t seem surprised. If anything, his face was 
completely unreadable at the moment. The narrowed eyes and tension in his shoulders 
suggested anger, but there was something deeper carved into the lines of his face. 
Something... heavier. 


“At any point in the night, did you leave him alone?” 


Squeezing his eyes shut, the Pythia let out a slow breath from his nose. Tommy squeezed his 
fingers again before answering. 


“I did. I left him alone at a table while I went to go get our food,” Tommy answered, his 
words shaky. 


Phil’s gaze flickered back to him. “And yet you’re still here.” 


One of the tattoos on Phil’s arm caught the Pythia’s eye. A moth with its wings pinned down 
—like it was trapped. Right then, the Pythia felt exactly like that moth. Pinned to the wall, 
unable to move. 


“I knew he wasn’t going to run-” 
“Did anyone follow you back?” Phil asked, cutting Tommy off again. 


Tommy scowled. “Of course not. I wouldn’t have come back here if we’d been fucking 
followed.” 


“No trackers were put on your bike?” Phil pushed. 
“You know I have an alarm system on it for that.” 
“But did you check?” 


“Obviously I fucking checked!” Tommy exclaimed, his voice rising now. “I’m not that much 
of an idiot, Phil! I wouldn’t risk that!” 


The Pythia didn’t miss how Tommy wasn’t mentioning the man he’d bumped into when 
throwing out their trash. 


Phil huffed. “Well how the fuck am I supposed to know that when you take the Pythia out, 
who we’ve been holding captive for months, and leave him alone at a goddamn night 
market?” 


“Nothing happened though!” Tommy argued, letting go of the Pythia’s hand now so he could 
gesture at him. “Look! He’s right here! I didn’t get arrested, we didn’t get followed, it’s fine.” 


The raised eyebrow Phil was sending their way told the Pythia he wasn’t so sure. 


“You still broke the rules of your punishment,” Phil pointed out after nearly a minute of 
silence. “But that’s the least of your worries right now, because you put the entirety of the 
Deathlings in danger with this stunt.” 


Phil’s voice had gone dangerously low now, and a chill ran down the Pythia’s spine. 
Tommy’s face crumpled. “But- But I knew-” 


“I wouldn’t have said anything,” he chimed in, heart pounding in his chest as those ice-cold 
eyes fell on him again. “I know that, uh, you have no reason to trust me, but even if I had 
made a run for it—which I didn’t, but still—I wouldn’t have told them where you were.” 


“While that’s a sweet sentiment, that’s not the point. The point is that Tommy put us all at 
risk.” He paused and shifted his whole body to face Tommy. “Techno and I are going to have 
a talk with you in the morning, alright?” 


Swallowing down a lump in his throat, Tommy nodded. “Shit. Okay.” 


Seemingly satisfied at Tommy’s agreement, Phil glanced at the shared door between their 
rooms. Then, he gave Tommy an expectant look. 


Tommy frowned. “Are you sending me to my room?” 


“Yup.” 


“Phil! What if I wanna stay and talk with W- with my friend?!” Tommy exclaimed, brushing 
past his near slipup without so much as a second blink. 


“Consider this you being grounded,” Phil told him, oblivious to what Tommy had almost 
said. 


“But-” 
“Tom.” 


Tommy fell silent at Phil’s sharp tone. His eyes darted between Phil and the Pythia, before 
taking a reluctant step towards his door. 


“It was my idea though,” Tommy then clarified, resting his hand on the door handle. “Don’t 
blame him for it or anything.” 


Of course Tommy was more worried about Phil blaming him than for his own impending 
punishment. For as stupid as he could be, Tommy could also be too sweet for his own good 
when it came down to it. 


Phil made a shooing gesture with his hands. “Seriously, Tommy. Get.” 


Sparing one last look at the Pythia, Tommy sighed and hurried through the door, letting it 
slam shut behind him. 


And just like that, the Pythia was alone with Phil. 


For a moment, neither of them said anything. The Pythia waited again for the questions he 
knew Phil wanted to ask. The questions he was still asking himself. 


Anxiety curled in his gut, and he looked longingly at the door Tommy had just left through. 
He really wished Phil had let him stay, but he also understood why Phil would want to talk to 
him alone after that. 


The seconds ticked on. Then, a minute passed. 
Phil stepped forward, and the Pythia flinched. 


“Hey, don’t need to be so jumpy, mate,” Phil said in a much softer voice than the one he’d 
been using on Tommy. “I know it wasn’t your idea to leave.” 


The Pythia clenched his jaw. “That’s not what I’m worried about.” 
“Oh?” Phil cocked his head to the side in that bird-like fashion again. “What is it then?” 


Pushing his hands through his hair, the Pythia had to fight the urge to shrug. “Questions, I 
guess. I know you have questions, but I don’t really know if I have answers I wanna give you 
right now.” 


Phil was silent for a moment. The Pythia risked a glance up again, and was surprised to see 
him genuinely considering that instead of being annoyed. 


“While I do have questions, I don’t think I’m gonna get much from interrogating you right 
now,” Phil finally said. “If anything, I’m more worried about the blood on your forehead.” 


The Pythia froze. 
“Blood?” 


“Yeah, you got some blood on the edge of your blindfold. Your hair is covering it a bit so I 
can’t tell but-” The Pythia reached up to push his hair back, and Phil’s eyes widened. “Oh, I 
see it. Your eyebrow is fucked up.” 


Frowning, the Pythia reached up to touch his eyebrows, and hissed when a sharp pain flashed 
through the right side of his face. 


“What the fuck?” He whispered, staring at the dried blood now stuck to his fingertips. 


“Did you hit your head or something while you were out?” Phil asked, taking another step 
towards him. 


This time, the Pythia didn’t flinch. “Yeah, I did. When we were leaving the night market, I, 
uh, ran into a sign because I wasn’t looking where I was going.” He brought his fingers up to 
his face again, more gently this time as he prodded at the dried blood. “I didn’t notice this 
though.” 


“The adrenaline probably kept it from hurting,” Phil pointed out, taking another step forward 
so they were face to face. “Can you pull down your blindfold just a bit, so I can get a better 
look?” 


As carefully as he could, the Pythia tugged down one edge of his blindfold, just enough to 
show his entire eyebrow while still keeping his eyes covered. 


Phil let out a hiss between his teeth. “I’m not an expert, but I think that’s gonna need at least 
a stitch or two.” 


“Are you sure?” He asked, tugging the blindfold back up and wincing when it made the cut 
sting. “It’s late. I don’t want to wake Ponk up if we don’t have to.” 


“Oh, we don’t need to wake him up. I’ve done my fair share of sutures over the years,” Phil 
explained, walking towards the door leading out of the room. “T 1l go grab the kit out of the 
infirmary. Don’t try to talk to Tommy while I’m gone.” 


Without thinking, the Pythia huffed out a, “Or what, you’ ll ground me too?” 
Phil gave him a flat stare. “Yes.” 


With that, he walked out into the hallway, leaving the Pythia alone. Although his eyes darted 
to the shared door between his and Tommy’s rooms, he didn’t want to try and knock after 


Phil had explicitly told him not to. Maybe it was because he knew that Tommy really 
shouldn’t have undermined his punishment like that, or maybe it was just because he didn’t 
want to push Phil’s patience more than it already had been that night. 


Either way, after a beat, the Pythia sat down on the edge of his bed without making any 
moves towards the shared door. 


While he waited, he unzipped the jacket Tommy had given him, tossing it to the side before 
pulling one of his softest sweaters back over his head. He took care to make sure the fabric 
didn’t brush against his eyebrow, which was starting to throb now that he had noticed the cut. 


Exhaustion tugged at the edges of his mind. So much had happened in the span of a single 
day, from his fight with Tommy that morning, to his conversation with Tubbo outside the 
bathhouse, and then everything that came with going out to the night market. 


He tried not to think about his conversation with Tommy after he decided not to run. To not 
see the pain plainly written across Tommy’s face when he pointed out how it hurt him to give 
up his name and accept that he wasn’t a person. 


But the adrenaline from before had burnt away like fog in sunlight, so there was nothing to 
distract him from it anymore. 


The conflicting emotions that had been swirling around the inside of his chest had finally 
settled into something that wasn’t overwhelming, but carried a weight with it that he couldn’t 
ignore. It would’ve been so much easier if he felt hollow, but instead he felt far too full. Full 
of quiet aches and confusing thoughts he wasn’t supposed to have. 


Nausea pressed against the back of his throat. At least he’d already eaten dinner. 


The door to his room opened again, making him jump as Phil pushed his way inside. He held 
a first aid kit in his hands, along with a dark washcloth and a glass of water. The Pythia 
stayed still as Phil approached the bed, crouching down in front of him to set the items on the 
ground. 


“Drink this,” Phil ordered, shoving the glass in his hands. “Tommy’s nearly passed out from 
dehydration before, and you’ve already lost some blood, so I’m assuming you probably need 
it.” 


As soon as Phil said that, the Pythia became acutely aware of how dry his throat was. He 
reached for the glass without argument, eyes widening as he took the first sip and realized he 
couldn’t remember the last time he’d had water that day. 


He drank half the glass in a single go. When he set it down again, he had to take a breath, and 
wiped a few stray droplets off his chin with the back of his hand. 


“Thanks,” he muttered. Glancing up again, he noticed Phil loading a syringe with clear liquid 
from a vial. “You sure you know how to do this?” 


Phil pulled the syringe out of the vial, and gave the Pythia an unamused look. “Believe it or 
not, injuries still happen whether or not you have a healer in your group. While Techno’s a bit 
better at the medical stuff than I am, I’ve had to stitch him up more times than I can count, so 
I’ve had my fair share of practice.” 


Oh. That made sense. 
“Sorry. I just wasn’t sure,” the Pythia said, wrapping his arms around himself. 


“It’s fine. Though you might have a bit of a scar since I never learned the proper technique to 
make things look nice.” 


The Pythia thought back to the scars that used to litter his body before he’d been taken to the 
palace. How strange it had been when the healers had taken their glittering creams and erased 
them all with a few swipes. 


He could feel the thin scar on his scalp from the staples Ponk had put in his head, but Tommy 
had assured him it wasn’t visible. This would be different. A scar through his eyebrow would 
be plain for the world to see. In a way, it would be physical evidence of how his time with the 
Deathlings had changed him. And maybe that should’ve upset him, but it didn’t. 


“I don’t mind,” he said softly. 


Still holding the syringe, Phil smiled. “Alright then. Hold still so I can-” he cut himself off as 
his eyes flickered to the Pythia’s face again. 


“What?” 
Phil frowned. “It’s gonna be difficult to stitch you up with that blindfold in the way.” 


Shit. Of course it was. Even if he could tug the blindfold down so it was still covering his 
eyes, he would have to hold it like that the entire time Phil was stitching his face. It would be 
awkward for Phil to work around, and there wasn’t a lot of room for error considering how 
close the cut was to his actual eye. 


“Look, I know you got, like, rules and shit about not showing your face to people, but surely 
there are exceptions when it comes to getting medical attention, right?” Phil asked, furrowing 
his brows. 


Phil didn’t know that Tommy had already seen him without the blindfold. But even if he 
hadn’t, there was an understanding that it was fine to ignore certain taboos when it came to 
the health of the Pythia. Even if the healers were terrified of being cursed, they had a duty to 
ensure Clara’s vessel was able to perform his duties no matter what. 


But Phil didn’t owe him that. And while Tommy might’ve trusted him, Phil certainly had no 
reason to. 


“You know about the curse,” the Pythia said after a long stretch of silence. 


“I do, yeah,” Phil shrugged, not looking the least bit concerned. “I have my own questions 
about it, considering death is Kristin’s domain and not Clara’s, but I’m not that worried about 
it regardless.” 


“Why not?” 


Phil snorted. “Mate, I’ve put my full trust into the Goddess of Death for decades now. You 
really think I’m worried about dying early?” 


Well, he had a point there. 
“Even if you’re not worried, I am,” the Pythia argued. 
“Then just close your eyes,” Phil said, almost in the exact same way Tommy had. 


The pit was still there. It was yawning and cavernous as he realized there was no reason for 
him not to take off the blindfold right now. Unlike with Tommy, this wouldn’t be breaking a 
taboo since it was for medical treatment. Phil wasn’t worried about the curse. For all intents 
and purposes, this should’ve been easier than taking off the blindfold in front of Tommy. 


Yet the Pythia’s heart was pounding in his chest again, and he wasn’t sure why. 


Phil waited for him to make a decision. The syringe was still in his hand, a drop of liquid 
bubbling at the top as the seconds ticked on. 


Then, the Pythia swallowed the nausea, and shut his eyes as he lifted his hands to his head. 


The silk rested in his palms after he untied it. With his eyes shut, the Pythia didn’t miss Phil’s 
sharp intake of breath, and tried to shove down the anxiety twisting in his gut as he waited for 
the other to say something. 


A few beats passed. 


“Uh, alright,” Phil finally said, coughing awkwardly to clear his throat. “I’m gonna numb the 
area, so you'll feel a small pinch by your eye, okay?” 


Although the Pythia was desperate to know why Phil had paused for so long after seeing his 
face, he simply nodded, and tried not to flinch when Phil’s free hand grabbed his chin to hold 
his head still. 


After a quick swipe of disinfectant, he only felt a brief sting from the needle before anesthetic 
flooded the side of his face. Phil waited a few moments, tapping the skin around his eyebrow 

and asking if he could feel it. Once he stopped feeling Phil’s fingers, that was the cue to move 
forward. 


“So,” Phil began while the Pythia distantly felt his skin being tugged, “I know there’s been a 
lot of shit going on in the past week.” 


The Pythia huffed, the anxiety buzzing under his skin slowly fading out as the seconds ticked 
by. “That’s an understatement.” 


“Yeah, I suppose it is.” The tugging sensation faded even more, even though the Pythia could 
hear Phil’s hands moving in front of his face. “I’m sorry I never checked how you were doing 
after that shit with Jack.” 


Oh. 


“Um, it’s fine,” the Pythia said, not having expected Phil to bring that up. “You’ve had your 
own shit to deal with.” 


Phil sighed. “That’s certainly the fucking truth.” 


More seconds ticked by. There was the sound of scissors snipping something, before Phil 
reached up to (presumably) start another suture. 


The Pythia was still struggling to wrap his head around how relaxed Phil seemed to be 
despite the danger he was in. He could open his eyes at any moment, but Phil had put his full 
trust into Kristin. His breathing was even, and his stitches were slow, but confident. He 
wasn’t worried in the slightest, and the Pythia found himself wondering if he could ever have 
that kind of unwavering trust in Clara. 


He was supposed to have that trust, but he didn’t. There hadn’t been a single vision from Her 
since his failure to escape. Although that was probably a punishment for his failure, he didn’t 
think it was exactly fair for Her to give up on him after a single try. 


Of course, he was staying here of his own free will now. But like he’d thought to himself at 
the night market—if She wanted him back, She would have to tell him Herself. 


Either way, She hadn’t been there for him during some of the most terrifying moments of his 
life. The former Pythia would call him childish and petty for being upset about that, but he 
couldn’t bring himself to care anymore. Yes, Clara was a goddess whose concerns rose far 
above the mortal realm, but he was Her vessel. He’d think that She wouldn’t abandon him at 
the first sign of trouble. 


Something tight wrapped around his chest, and he struggled to keep his breathing even as he 
imagined Phil’s suturing needle puncturing his skin again. Tommy was right. Giving up his 
name had hurt him. And it didn’t matter because that’s what he was meant to do. That was 
the purpose of his existence. 


But he wanted it to matter. Or at least, he wanted to know his sacrifices weren’t made in vain. 
“Can I ask you something, Phil?” The Pythia asked after several minutes of silence. 

Phil paused. “Uh, sure.” 

A beat passed. 

“Have you ever had to do something in Kristin’s name that you didn’t want to do?” 


Silence stretched out between them again. Phil resumed his suturing, and the Pythia tried not 
to focus on the faint tugging against his eye. 


“T’m happy to serve my goddess,” Phil said after a few moments. “So no, I’ve never done 
something for Her I didn’t want to do.” 


The Pythia resisted the urge to frown. “I meant- well, I guess a better way to phrase it is has 
she ever asked you to do something that would hurt you?” 


“No, of course not,” Phil answered immediately. “Of course I would serve Kristin in any way 
She requires of me, but I know Her. She would never ask me to do something if it went 
against my values, or would harm me in any serious way.” 


“But you mentioned you’ve used your own blood as an offering to her before,” the Pythia 
pointed out. 


“Yes, but She never asked me to do that. I started doing it on my own after I realized using 
my blood as an offering lets Her feel closer to the living,” Phil explained, his tone having 
shifted to something not quite sharp, but not friendly either. “Besides, it’s usually little more 
than a few drops of blood from my finger. I’d never hurt myself in a serious way for Her, 
because I know She wouldn’t appreciate that.” 


The Pythia considered this for a moment. “What about mentally though?” 
At this, Phil’s movements paused again. “What?” 


“When I asked if she’d ask you to do something that hurt you, I didn’t just mean physically. I 
meant mentally as well,” he explained, remembering the way it felt like a searing brand had 
been taken to his chest the first time Tommy had called him Wilbur. 


Again, Phil resumed the stitches. There was another gentle tug followed by the telltale snip of 
scissors, before Phil dropped both his hands from the Pythia’s face. 


“Do you mean like being asked to give up my name?” 
He winced, although it felt odd with half of his face being numb. 
“Yes,” he admitted in a low voice. “Like that.” 


There was the sound of paper being ripped from a bandage, and suddenly Phil’s hands were 
on his face again, covering up the stitches on his eyebrow to keep them clean. 


“No. She’d never ask me to do something that would hurt me like that,” Phil answered, 
smoothing out the bandage with his thumbs. 


Phil’s hands were rough. Calloused skin pulled against his own, and while it should’ve been 
uncomfortable, for some reason he found himself leaning into the comforting touch anyway. 


Before he could push too far into Phil’s hands though, the hands pulled away, and he forced 
himself to straighten back up before Phil noticed. 


Another silence fell over them. He knew he should put his blindfold back on since the 
stitches were done, but as he twisted the silk between his fingers, he found he didn’t have the 


energy to bring it back up to his head. So he kept his eyes shut, and wondered if he could 
actually feel Phil’s eyes roaming over his face, or if he was just imagining it. 


After another minute, Phil spoke again. 


“There’s something I wanna show you, but I think it’s best if we wait till tomorrow for it. I’m 
sure you’re tired after today.” He listened as Phil gathered up his supplies to put back into the 
first aid kit, keeping his eyes shut as the blindfold sat limp in his palms. 


Although he didn’t have the slightest clue what Phil would want to show him, he couldn’t 
bring himself to do anything but hum in acknowledgement. The last of his anxiety had faded 
out, leaving him exhausted as he mulled over how different Kristin seemed to Clara. 


In a way, it was almost ironic. Clara was the goddess of all living things. Kristin was the 
goddess of death. One goddess asked Her vessel to do things that hurt to show their 
dedication.The other never asked for pain, even when her followers were more than willing 
to prove themselves to her in any way they could. 


“Alright,” he nodded, keeping his eyes shut as he slumped back against his pillows. “You 
know where to find me.” 


Phil snorted at this. “Yeah, I suppose I do.” 


He heard the door open, and waited for the following sound of it shutting so he could open 
his eyes. 


Seconds ticked by. He could feel Phil staring at him again. 


And then, the door finally shut, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he let his eyes blink open. 
The room was empty once more, and when he looked at where Phil had been sitting while he 
did his stitches, he noticed a bottle of pills had been placed next to his glass of water. 


He lifted the bottle, noticing there were only a few pills rattling inside. When he read the 
label, he couldn’t help the warmth that spread over the heaviness in his chest. 


While he wasn’t sure who told Phil about his headaches, at least he had some painkiller to 
help deal with them now. 


ood 
When the Pythia woke up the next morning, his room was still empty. 


As soon as the events from the day before flooded into his head, he was on his feet and 
stumbling to the shared door between his and Tommy’s rooms. He knocked a few times, not 
even registering the fact that he wasn’t wearing his blindfold until his fist had already hit the 
metal. 


It didn’t matter though. The seconds ticked on, but he couldn’t hear anything from Tommy’s 
side. 


“Tommy?” He called out, pulling his blindfold out of his pocket to tie over his eyes. “Are you 
in there?” 


Still nothing. The Pythia cursed under his breath. Phil had said he and Techno were going to 
talk with Tommy in the morning. That must’ve been where he was. 


Tugging the blindfold off again, he made his way to the bathroom and splashed lukewarm 
water over his face to wake himself up. He did his best not to get the bandage on his eyebrow 
wet, and gave it a light tap to see if it hurt. 


There was a twinge of pain, but nothing too terrible. Hopefully it would stay that way. 


After drying off, he made his way back into his room, and found himself at a loss for what to 
do. Usually, Tommy would either be the one to wake him up, or show up within a few 
minutes of him waking up. Then they would go to the cafeteria together for breakfast. 


But the Pythia had no idea when Tommy was coming back. While he’d gone to get food on 
his own since Phil had granted him permission to walk around the temple without an escort, 
it wasn’t something he made a habit of. He didn’t like being outside of his room without 
Tommy by his side, because it always felt like there was a nervous itch under his skin he 
couldn’t scratch. 


No one in the temple would hurt him. He wasn’t afraid of that. There was just something 
inherently wrong about him walking down those hallways by himself. Even when he knew 
there was no reason to feel like that. 


The Pythia considered his options: wait here until Tommy came back, which could take all 
day for all he knew, or shove down his anxiety and get his own breakfast. 


His growling stomach ended up deciding for him. 


His trip to the cafeteria was surprisingly uneventful. It seemed like he’d woken up later than 
he usually did, so most of the Deathlings had already cleared out for the day. Aimsey, Tubbo, 
and Ranboo were the only three still eating, and while he returned the wave Aimsey gave 
him, he didn’t go out of his way to speak to the trio as he grabbed himself a few pieces of 
artbake and a bread roll to go. 


He ate as he walked back to his room. The artbake was slightly burnt, but he forced it down 
anyway, following it with the soft bread that was never anything but perfect. 


Even if Tommy was with him, he wouldn’t have stayed to eat breakfast in the cafeteria. The 
heaviness inside of him from yesterday was still there. It was a suffocating thing, the events 
from the night before flashing behind his eyes as he tried desperately to ignore the 
implications that were piling up around him. 


When he made his way back into the main chamber of the temple, the hair on the back of his 
neck rose as soon as he was within view of Kristin’s statue. The almost-smile playing across 

her lips felt mocking. Because she knew he was choosing to stay here, in her domain, instead 
of going back to serve his own goddess. 


Even if Clara couldn’t see him down here, Kristin could. He wasn’t sure if that was better or 
worse. 


So focused on not looking at Kristin’s statue as he walked by it, he didn’t notice the person 
standing in front of him until a shoulder connected with his arm. 


“Shit!” He yelped in surprise. 
Rough, calloused hands reached out to steady him. “Sorry mate, I thought you saw me.” 


The Pythia’s head snapped up to see Phil standing in front of him. Compared to the night 
before, the ice in Phil’s eyes had melted into something far more comforting. He gave the 
Pythia a small smile, dropping his hands as soon as he was steady on his feet again. 


“No I, uh, was kind of lost in thought,” the Pythia explained, cheeks burning. 
“You're fine. Happens to me all the time,” Phil chuckled. “How’s the eye doing?” 
The Pythia blinked. “Oh. It’s fine. Doesn’t hurt that much.” 


Phil nodded, seemingly pleased. “Good. Let me know if you bleed through your bandages or 
anything. The last thing we need is you getting an infection over something stupid like that.” 


“PII let you know,” he said, folding his arms over his chest. “But actually, um, have you seen 
Tommy today? I figured he was with you, but I wasn’t sure so-” 


“He’s with Techno right now,” Phil answered, his smile fading. “I gave him a pretty long 
lecture this morning about how stupid he was for last night, and to hammer it in Techno’s 
supervising him while he spends the day deep cleaning the supply room and kitchen.” 


The Pythia winced. “He’s gotta be bored out of his mind.” 


Phil snorted. “When I left, he’d named his cleaning rag Clementine and was talking to it like 
a person.” 


Yup. Sounded like Tommy. 


“How long’s he gonna be doing that for?” The Pythia asked, fighting to keep his voice 
neutral despite the nerves already welling up inside of him. 


Phil hummed. “Probably most of the day. I wouldn’t be surprised if Techno keeps him till 
dinner.” 


Shit. While the Pythia knew it wasn’t that long, he wasn’t really sure what he could do to 
keep himself from getting too sucked into his own head while Tommy was gone. 


“I know it seems harsh, but I can’t afford to let Tommy take risks like that. Especially not 
with how precarious things are at the moment,” Phil continued after seeing the Pythia’s 
expression twist. 


“Because I’m here?” The Pythia asked, furrowing his brows, only to wince when it tugged at 
his stitches. 


To his surprise, Phil shook his head. “Nah, you’re old news, mate. There’s a lot going on in 
the outside world. Situations that we... might be able to take advantage of.” 


“I mean, I saw one of Schlatt’s TV interviews last night. It seemed like he’s still talking about 
the ball,” the Pythia pointed out. 


Snorting, Phil said, “Yeah, because what better way to get your citizens to ignore the other 
countries knocking on your door than by shining a spotlight on the ‘cult terrorists’, as you so 
kindly used to call us.” 


Wait, what? 
“Knocking on doors? What do you mean by that?” 


“T don’t know the details. The news isn’t reporting on much, but rumor has it that tensions are 
rising at the borders,” Phil shrugged. “It’s something we’re looking into.” 


And just like that, the Pythia was reminded that while Schlatt was an idiot, he had a bit more 
cunning than he often gave the man credit for. Of course he would request an interview with 
Tina Kitten to keep the public’s focus on the Deathling attack. Not only did it humanize the 
Emperor by putting him in the seat Tina used to interview celebrities and influencers, but it 
ensured that the story would reach people who avoided watching the news in favor of 
sticking with mindless entertainment. 


If the news wasn’t reporting on whatever situation was happening at the border, the only way 
to get information out about it would be through an avenue like social media. But because the 
types of people who used social media most often also watched Tina’s interviews, they would 
all be talking about Schlatt’s interview instead. 


Whatever was happening at the border had to be serious if Schlatt was going to these lengths 
to keep attention away from it. If the Deathlings were able to take advantage of something 
like this, a lot of things could change in a very short period of time. 


Regardless of whatever Clara said his duty to the Emperor was, his hatred for Schlatt and the 
government he ran overrode everything else in his mind. Which meant that he was not going 
to worry too much about what the Deathling’s plans could be at the moment. 


“Well, uh, okay then. Thanks for letting me know about Tommy,” the Pythia said after a 
moment, turning on his heel to head back to his room. 


Before he could take a step forward though, there was a hand on his shoulder tugging him 
back. 


“Wait, where are you going?” Phil asked, turning him back around. “Remember I said I had 
something to show you today?” 


The Pythia’s eyes widened. He actually had forgotten about that. 


“Oh, yeah,” he nodded. This was fine. There was no reason for him to be worried around 
Phil. He knew that at this point, even if the lump in his throat seemed to suggest otherwise. 
“Lead the way.” 


The Pythia didn’t miss the warm glint in Phil’s eyes as he led him out of the main chamber 
and down the corridor to the bathhouse. They passed both his and Tommy’s rooms, the air 
growing thick as steam from the cave began to roll out into the hallway. Soon, the sound of 
babbling water drowned out his and Phil’s footsteps, the dim glow coming from the floating 
lights above their heads lighting the way. 


Although the Pythia had a feeling they weren’t going to the bathhouse, he was still surprised 
when Phil led him past the entrance and further down the corridor. Namely because he 
thought that was where the corridor ended. It got so dark that close to the bathhouse that he’d 
never seen more than four feet beyond it, but Phil led him into the darkness without 
hesitation, and they only made it a few more steps before Phil stopped. 


The Pythia listened as Phil rustled around in his pockets. Then, he made a quiet noise of 
triumph, and one of those smaller, bug-like lights that Tommy carried floated out of his 
pocket. 


Soft purple light flickered off the stone walls of the temple corridor. The Pythia looked 
forward again, eyes widening when he finally saw they were standing in front of a door. 


The door itself was plain. Made up of dark wooden panels dulled by age, the only sign that 
the door had been touched in the past century was the keypad embedded into a shiny metal 
doorhandle, and a few small enchantments carved into the wood above it. 


Phil typed a passcode into the door, before tracing the enchantment runes with his finger, the 
carvings lighting up in shades of purple as he did so. There was the telltale click of a door 
unlocking, and Phil smiled as he pushed down the handle to step through. 


“Welcome to the catacombs,” Phil said softly, holding the door open for the Pythia. 


As the Pythia ducked under the doorframe to follow Phil through, he couldn’t help but feel 
like he had the first night Tommy brought him to the temple. Like he was stepping through 
the gates of hell, and didn’t have the slightest clue how he was going to find his way out. 


Once the door clicked shut behind him, the Pythia straightened up and found himself face to 
face with a human skull. 


“What the fuck?!” He yelped, slamming his back against the door. 


He was surrounded by skulls. They lined the walls from floor to ceiling—hundreds of empty 
eye sockets staring straight through him as the purple glow from Phil’s floating light flickered 
against their bones. 


“Back in the days before Death worship was outlawed, many people chose to be buried here 
in the walls of Death temples to ensure Kristin would watch over them in the afterlife,” Phil 
explained, eyes skimming over the remains. 


The Pythia sucked in a ragged breath, wincing when he realized he was probably breathing in 
someone’s bone dust. “This- This has been here the whole time?” 


Phil huffed. “These have been here for centuries, mate.” 


When Tommy had dragged him down the stairs the night of the ball, the Pythia had asked 
him where they were going. Even though he said the underworld thing as a joke, in the end, 
Tommy hadn’t been joking at all. 


The temple was surrounded by death. It always had been. The remains of hundreds—if not 
thousands of people—resting just beyond the walls he’d grown so familiar with over the past 
few months. 


“I know it’s a bit disconcerting, but I promise, there’s nothing to be scared of,” Phil reassured 
him in a quiet voice. “These souls probably rest easier than anyone who’s died in the past 
century does.” 


Well, Phil had a point there. He doubted those people whose ashes were disposed of because 
proper burial plots were practically impossible to afford these days were resting easily. 


Forcing himself to take another breath, the Pythia stepped away from the door, and let his 
eyes roam over the skulls. They were still staring at him. He could feel the weight on his 
shoulders. But it wasn’t... suffocating. Not in the way he was used to stares being. 


No. As his heartbeat began to slow, he let himself bask in the silence, and decided it was 
almost peaceful in here. 


“How many people are buried here?” The Pythia whispered. 


“Not sure. A lot of records got destroyed when Death worship was outlawed,” Phil told him, 
the bug light buzzing by his head as he began to walk down the corridor. “Stay close to me 
while you're in here, okay?” 


Blinking a few times, the Pythia hurried to follow Phil. “So I don’t get lost?” 


Phil snorted. “This thing goes around in a circle, so I’d be impressed if you managed to get 
yourself lost. It’s just that we don’t usually allow people that aren’t Deathlings in here, so Pd 
rather keep you in my line of sight.” 


Oh. 


“Is that why Charlie keeps asking Tommy to get him bones from the catacombs? Since he 
can’t go in here himself?” 


At this, Phil tipped his head back and laughed. “ Death below, Charlie’s still on that shit?” 
When the Pythia nodded, he shook his head. “Fucking weirdo. He’s a great guy, but at this 
point I think he’s just doing the bone bit to fuck with people.” 


“Tommy bribed him with a tooth last night so he wouldn’t tell Quackity about us leaving the 
temple,” the Pythia said. 


Phil’s smile disappeared. “A real tooth?” 
“Tommy said it was an old one of his own that he held onto.” 
Considering this for a moment, Phil grimaced. “Maybe it’s not a bit then.” 


The Pythia decided not to tell Phil about the time he tried to bribe Charlie with bones to help 
him escape. 


They continued down the corridor, and it was only when the Pythia tore his eyes away from 
the skulls lining the walls that he noticed there was another light source besides the bug 
floating by Phil’s head. The floors and ceiling were made of that same stone Kristin’s statue 
in the main chamber was made of—the dark grey kind with lighter flecks that glittered like 
stars against a night sky. 


Proper stars were painted over the stone as well though. Unlike the starry ceiling in the 
chamber outside of Niki’s tattoo parlor and Ponk’s infirmary, these stars weren’t based off of 
real constellations. Instead, these stars created spiraling patterns that sometimes repeated, 
sometimes didn’t. They spun into each other, the paint glowing bright enough that the Pythia 
could probably walk through it even without Phil’s additional light. 


“Did you guys paint these?” The Pythia asked, trailing his fingers along the cool stone 
ceiling. 


Phil shook his head. “We went over it with glowing paint so it could provide more light, but 
we didn’t add anything that wasn’t already there. The original Deathlings gave the souls 
resting here stars to be buried in, and we didn’t want to disturb that.” 


It was beautiful. The Pythia had thought that about most of the paintings he’d seen 
throughout the temple so far, but nothing could quite compare to the stars burning amongst 
the dead. He even preferred it to the starry ceiling outside of Niki’s parlor. Because while 
those stars did a fantastic job mimicking real constellations, these stars weren’t trying to 
replicate the living world. 


The land of the dead had its own sky. For some reason, the Pythia found this comforting. 


The corridor began to curve, the skulls stacked carefully to curve with it as he and Phil 
continued making their way through the catacombs. He tried to imagine where they were in 
relation to the temple itself. If it was like Phil had described, and the catacombs formed a 
giant circle around the temple, he was fairly sure they would be passing by the bedrooms at 
this point. 


He wanted to be freaked out now that he knew he’d slept only a wall away from thousands of 
dead bodies, but with the stars twinkling both above his head and below his feet, and 
blessedly cool air wrapping around his shoulders, he couldn’t be freaked out if he tried. It 
was too calm here. 


Their footsteps didn’t echo as they walked. The walls continued to curve, and soon, the 
Pythia knew they had to be reaching the adyton (which he still just thought of as Phil’s 


office). 


Suddenly, Phil stopped again. This part of the corridor was so curved, the Pythia couldn’t see 
what was beyond the turn, and Phil turned around to face him again. 


“Only Deathlings can cross the veil to pray to Kristin, but considering your position as the 
Pythia, PII allow you to stand right outside of it,” Phil explained, his hands folded behind his 
back. 


There was a warning lying under his words that he didn’t need to say out loud for the Pythia 
to understand. 


Do not do anything to disrespect Her while you’re in here. 


The Pythia nodded, and hoped Phil knew he heard both messages. While he hadn’t been the 
most respectful of Kristin in the past, even he would never dare to speak badly of a deity so 
close to their domain. 


Phil’s shoulders loosened ever so slightly, and the Pythia had a feeling he understood. 


They followed the curve of the wall, coming to a straight stretch of corridor where the two 
halves of the circle met. And Kristin stood right in the center of it all. 


Along the floor and across the ceiling, the stars spiraled into a circle around the base and 
above the head of Kristin’s statue. While this statue was much smaller than the one in the 
main chamber of the temple, it was still slightly taller than he was, and he felt the hair on the 
back of his neck rise as soon as he was within Kristin’s field of view. 


“Don’t cross this line,” Phil instructed, gesturing to a place where the stars on the ground 
formed a line a few feet away from the statue. 


Staying silent, he took a step back from the line, and Phil nodded. 
Then, he watched as Phil shut his eyes, and stepped over the line himself. 


There was no ripple in the air or hint of a shimmering veil, but the change in Phil was 
immediate. All the tension in his body lifted away. His features relaxed, and his breaths were 
steady as he approached the statue. 


Unlike the statue in the main chamber of the temple, this one depicted Kristin holding her 
hands out in front of her with the palms up. Phil was silent as he rested his hands in her own, 
staring up at Kristin’s face for a few long moments, before moving his hands away to reach 
into his pocket. 


The Pythia’s mouth went dry as Phil wrapped his fingers around the glittering black hilt of a 
small dagger. 


Suddenly, breathing became a challenge as he watched Phil bring the point of the dagger to 
the ring finger of his left hand. He had to stifle a sharp breath as Phil pressed the blade into 
his finger, and watched Phil’s face for any sign of pain. 


To his surprise though, Phil didn’t even blink twice. He looked completely at ease as blood 
welled up from the tip of his finger, and he pocketed the dagger once more, before angling 
his hand over one of Kristin’s. 


Using his uninjured hand, he squeezed a few drops of blood into Kristin’s palm. Then, Phil 
let out a deep breath, and rose up to his tip toes so he could press his forehead against the 
statue’s. 


He murmured something to Kristin in a voice too low for the Pythia to hear. A few moments 
passed, and then Phil smiled, letting out a quiet laugh before saying something else. 


Behind the Pythia’s blindfold, his eyes began to burn. Because despite the blood smeared 
across his palm, Phil was happy. His smile was incandescent. His words were impossibly 
warm. 


It was completely absent of the desperation he felt every time he prayed to Clara. The dread 
that sat deep in the pit of his stomach, telling him that one day, She would realize She’d made 
a mistake choosing him. That if he didn’t prove himself to Her, his entire existence would be 
defined as a failure. 


Phil didn’t need to prove himself to Kristin. Maybe he already had, or maybe she’d never 
asked for that in the first place. 


As his vision blurred, his throat began to close up. He dug his nails into his palms to try and 
distract himself, but his breathing grew quicker, and the weight of the skulls surrounding him 
was suffocating him. 


He brought a hand to his mouth to stifle the sound of his tears, but in the dead silence of the 
catacombs, it rang out like a bell. 


Phil whipped around, eyes going wide the second they landed on him. 
“Pythia?” 


He opened his mouth to try and tell Phil he was fine, but instead, all that came out was a 
strangled sob. 


“Oh fuck,” Phil muttered as he rushed over. 


Now in front of him, Phil’s hands hovered over his arms, like he wanted to reach out but 
wasn’t sure if he should. 


“T- I’m sorry,” he stammered out, curling in on himself to try and contain the flood of 
emotions spilling out from his insides. 


“You don’t need to apologize,” Phil reassured him. “What’s going on? What’s wrong?” 


Fighting for air, he heard his bird’s shrieks echo in his ears, and winced because it was crying 
out in his own voice. 


“It’s different,” he forced out between gasps. “How you are around Kristin is- it’s different 
from how I am with Clara.” 


Phil narrowed his eyes. “How so?” 


He felt tears get caught in his blindfold, with a few escaping to roll down his cheeks, visible 
even in the dim light. 


“You're good enough for her,” he whispered. 
Phil’s face plummeted. 


“Oh.” Taking a step back, Phil looked him up and down, like he was seeing him for the first 
time. Then, his hands were reaching out again, but still hovered in the space between them. 
“Can I touch you?” 


When he nodded, Phil moved to grab his forearms, but as soon as he had that tiny bit of 
physical contact, he found himself collapsing completely against Phil. 


Phil grunted in surprise, but didn’t hesitate to wrap his arms around his back. 


It wasn’t the same as hugging Tommy. When he hugged Tommy, it was like the frequency 
constantly buzzing under his skin had finally found its match. The buzzing was 
overwhelming, but overwhelming in a way that drowned out all his other worries. The kind 
of overwhelming that canceled itself out, but didn’t at the same time. 


In contrast, Phil was steady. Quiet. Almost like he was the statue in the room, and not the 
statue of Kristin that sat against the opposite wall. When he hugged Phil, everything in his 
head went silent—even the shrieking bird. 


Unlike the time Tommy had helped him through his panic attack in the bathhouse, Wilbur 
didn’t break down into sobs as Phil hugged him. Instead, his breathing began to slow, and he 
slumped further into Phil’s hold as the weight of the stares bearing down on him became too 
much all at once. 


The skulls were watching him. Kristin was watching him. Clara wasn t watching him. 


Wilbur didn’t care about any of them. Even as his cries went quiet, his shoulders still shook, 
and he twisted his fingers into the front of Phil’s shirt as Phil slowly lowered them to the 
ground. 


They stayed like that for quite a while. Phil traced circles into his back as his shaking began 
to slow, before his hand moved up to gently squeeze the back of his neck. Phil’s palms were 
still rough, and although he hadn’t let himself lean into it the night before, this time, he did. 


When the tears had mostly dried with only the occasional sniffle to remind him they were 
there in the first place, Wilbur knew it was time to pull away. But seconds turned into 
minutes, and Phil made no moves to push him back, so he stayed where he was. 


Phil was the first to speak. 


“I remember hearing that the new Pythia had been chosen around a decade ago,” Phil said, 
his voice soft. “How old were you when that happened?” 


On another day, he would’ ve battled with himself more about telling the leader of the 
Deathling’s something the Pythia wasn’t supposed to share. But on this day, Wilbur was in 
the heart of the Death Temple’s catacombs. Kristin’s eyes were focused on him. He was being 
comforted by her Head Acolyte. 


Besides, he’d already told Tommy. And Phil saw his face anyway, so it’s not like it mattered. 


But the nerves inside of him weren’t just because of the taboo he was breaking. It was that 
after this, Phil would know how young he’d been when he was chosen. After this, Phil would 
look at him and know he was only a few years older than his own son. 


Although he didn’t understand why, another part of him wanted to tell Phil precisely for that 
reason. 


“Twelve,” Wilbur confessed, his voice muffled by Phil’s shirt. 
Phil sucked in a sharp breath. 
“So you’re only twenty-two,” he whispered, and Wilbur didn’t miss the horror in his words. 


Wilbur nodded, and although the hand on the back of his neck stayed put, he felt another cool 
hand brush through his hair. 


“Fuck,” Phil muttered. “You were twelve.” 


His chest squeezed, and he slumped further against Phil as the cool hand continued to run 
through his hair. Sighing, he tried to press his head further into comforting touch, only for it 
to pull away. 


He waited for it to come back. Then, he realized Phil had one hand on the back of his neck, 
and the other wrapped around his shoulders. Neither of his hands had moved in the past five 
minutes. Meaning that the hand that brushed through his hair wasn’t Phil’s. 


Lifting his head away from Phil’s shoulder, Wilbur glanced behind him and found he couldn’t 
see the statue’s eyes from where he was sitting. Even still, he could feel Her watching him. 


A chill ran down his spine even though he wasn't cold in the slightest. 
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His drink tasted like chocolate. 


When the Pythia asked Quackity to surprise him, he found himself slightly concerned when 
Quackity had immediately reached for a bottle of bourbon. Then, he was confused when the 
finished drink was a pale shade of lavender, and didn’t have the sharp smell to it he so often 
associated with darker liquor. 


Finally, when he tried the drink, he was more than pleasantly surprised to find that it tasted 
like chocolate and strawberries. The heaviness of the bourbon was still there, but it was 
muted in a way that only added to the chocolate taste rather than distracted from it. 


The Pythia took another sip, and felt warmth spread down his throat. 
“You like?” Quackity asked, leaning his elbows against the bar. 


“I do,” the Pythia said, setting his glass down. “I thought I wasn’t a fan of bourbon, but here 
we are.” 


“What can I say? I’m good at finding out what you like,” Quackity told him, the edges of his 
smile turning up even more. 


If the Pythia wasn’t already flushed from his first drink, he certainly was now. 


He and Tommy had gone up to the bar together, but after a long day scrubbing the kitchen 
floor, Tommy was struggling to stay awake after half of his drink. Although the Pythia had 
offered to take him back, Tommy insisted he was fine, and said he’d ask around for someone 
to guard the door to the temple so they could let the Pythia back in when he was done. 


Something like that would’ve been unthinkable two months ago. Leaving the Pythia alone 
outside the temple, knowing full well he would come back on his own without any 
supervision. The pretense of him being a prisoner had been fully dropped at this point. He 
was staying with the Deathlings of his own free will—at least for the time being. 


In a way, it felt like there was an invisible timer ticking above his head. A countdown he 
couldn’t see that would one day run out and force him to go back to the palace. After all, 
wasn’t that what he promised himself when he decided not to run at the night market? That 
when Clara gave him a vision telling him to go back, he would follow Her will without any 
hesitation? 


It had been a month since the night market. A month since he followed Phil into the 
catacombs, and cried into his arms when he realized how different Phil’s relationship with 
Kristin was from his own with Clara. 


The days bled into one another with little distinction between them. Tommy’s punishment 
was still in effect, with him spending at least a few days a week cleaning every nook and 
cranny of the temple that Techno could point at. On the days Tommy wasn’t on intensive 
cleaning duty, he would follow the Pythia around while he did his own chores—because now 
that he was no longer a prisoner of the Deathlings, Phil told him he had to pull some of his 
weight around the temple. Unlike Tommy though, the Pythia wasn’t under any punishment, 
so his chores mostly consisted of easier things like washing dishes or doing laundry. 


Although the work was a welcome change from just sitting around trying not to get lost in his 
thoughts all day, there had been a bit of a learning curve when he first started helping out. 
Going from living on the streets as a kid to being one of the most important people in the 
palace meant he’d never had any reason to learn how to do things like wash clothes. Of 
course, Tommy had teased the shit out of him for this, but ended up being a surprisingly 
patient teacher. 


Quackity was more than happy to host the two of them whenever they needed a break from 
the temple, since Tommy was barred from going out into the city after his stunt with the night 
market. It just so happened that tonight, Tommy was too tired to stay up there for long. 
Which left the Pythia with Quackity’s company and no one else. 


And although the Pythia still got that nervous itch under his skin whenever Tommy wasn’t 
around, he didn’t mind getting the chance to talk with Quackity one on one. 


“You know, I’m surprised a bartender of your talents is spending the evening with a single 
customer, as opposed to actually turning a profit out there,” the Pythia commented, gesturing 
to the door that led from the VIP lounge into the main part of the bar. “Is it because of my 
charm and good looks?” 


Quackity snorted at the smirk on the Pythia’s face. “Aren’t religious figures supposed to be 
humble or some shit?” 


“Not this one,” the Pythia shot back. 


Rolling his eyes, Quackity stepped back to rinse out the cups he used to mix the Pythia’s 
drink. “You’re pretty, but not prettier than the credits I used to make on Friday nights like 
these. The truth is that business is dogshit right now, which is why I’m in here with you 
instead of helping Charlie man the bar out there.” 


Although the Pythia was tempted to make a joke about how Quackity had called him pretty, 
he raised an eyebrow at the other half of Quackity’s sentence. 


“Business is bad?” 


“Tt sure fucking is,” Quackity huffed, reaching for a bottle of vodka and a clean glass. “Like, 
things have been going downhill for a while, but with the price hike for food and the protests 
going on, people are trying to save money wherever they can. Which, tragically for me, 
means people are not wasting their hard-earned credits getting drunk off my liquor.” 


The Pythia watched as Quackity poured the vodka into the glass, following it with a few ice 
cubes and nothing else. He took a sip and the Pythia waited for him to wince at the fact that 
he was drinking straight vodka, but he didn’t so much as blink. 


Damn. 


“T’ve heard a few vague things about food getting more expensive, but protests?” The Pythia 
asked, furrowing his brows. “What’s going on with that?” 


“Well, the price hikes are because of all the shit going on with Angia right now, but the 
protests didn’t start until a few days ago. Despite the fact that people literally can’t afford 
food anymore, Schlatt hosted this huge ball thing for all his rich, asshole friends. Someone 
there ended up taking a picture of all the leftover food that got thrown out after and, well, 
people were not thrilled to see where their taxes are going to say the least,” Quackity 
explained, taking another swig of his drink. 


Huh? 
“Wait, what shit is going on with Angia? Has there been more stuff going on at the border?” 


Quackity stared at him for a moment, blinking like he wasn’t sure if he heard him right. “...do 
you guys not get any signal down in that temple?” 


“T guess not?” The Pythia shrugged. “I don’t have a phone or anything so I’ve never really 
thought about it.” 


“Fucking Clara above,” Quackity cursed, shaking his head as he poured himself more vodka. 
“Alright, well you know how tensions were rising at the border?” The Pythia nodded. “The 
government tried to keep it quiet at first, but eventually pictures got leaked that showed 
Angia increasing security around their side of the border. Instead of reacting to this in a 


diplomatic way, Schlatt instead went on live TV and threatened Angia, saying that if they 
wanted to try anything, they wouldn’t stand a chance against us.” 


Burying his face in his hands, the Pythia groaned. “Fucking hell, Schlatt.” 


“Obviously, Angia wasn’t too thrilled about this,” Quackity continued, the ice rattling around 
in his glass. “In retaliation, Angia increased prices on their imports to us, which I’m sure you 
know is mostly agriculture since most of our farmland sucks. This led to food shortages 
which has led to a price hike, so now everyone is broke and hungry.” 


The Pythia shook his head. “And if Angia wasn’t planning something against us before, I’m 
sure they are now.” 


“Exactly,” Quackity hummed, taking another sip. “I dunno much about the King of Angia, 
but we gotta hope they’re not planning an all out war because I don’t need to speak to Clara 
to know we’d lose.” 


Shit. This was bad to say the least. 


While a part of the Pythia twinged at Quackity’s comment about speaking to Clara, the 
unfortunate truth was that he still hadn’t gotten a single vision from Her. Not only had She 
not told him to leave yet, but She also hadn’t shown him anything about what was going on 
with Angia which troubled him even more. 


Maybe She just hadn’t shown him anything about Angia because She knew he wasn’t with 
Schlatt and couldn’t advise him on it. 


Or maybe... maybe his original fears were right. His connection with Her had become 
disrupted. Which meant that She could’ve been trying to contact him this whole time. When 
he thought She was ignoring him, She might’ve been desperately trying to get through to 
him. 


Before, this would’ve made him panic. The idea that his Goddess was trying to get through to 
him, and he was pushing Her away. His chest should’ ve been tight. His fears should’ve been 
spinning around his head, ricocheting off of each other faster and faster with each passing 
second. 


But none of that was happening. 


The realization dawned on him with the same kind of slowness as the warmth that crawled up 
his throat after he took another sip of his cocktail—instead of feeling panicked, he was 
relieved. 


If Clara couldn’t get through to him, She couldn’t tell him to leave. And as soon as that 
thought popped into his mind, the familiar panic began to buzz behind his ribs because it 
shouldn’t have been his own thought. That shouldn’t be something he wanted. 


But the relief was real. And if Clara hadn’t already figured out that She’d been wrong 
choosing him as Her vessel, She certainly knew now. 


“Pythia?” Quackity asked, snapping his fingers in front of his face. 
Pythia. 


The title made him flinch. It grated on his ears because that shouldn’t be him. Not when he 
was having thoughts like what was passing through his mind right then. Not when he 
couldn’t even bring himself to be upset over the fact that he was failing Her. 


“Yeah, sorry. Zoned out for a second,” he said, taking a large swig of his own drink. 
“Y’know, I actually met the King of Angia once.” 


Quackity raised an eyebrow. “For real?” 


He snorted. “Yup. The day I was kidnapped, actually. Their name is Eret, and we first met 
earlier in the day when I was praying to a statue of Clara. Later that night during the ball, 
Schlatt introduced us because he always would shove the most powerful people in the room 
towards me in the hopes that I’d make him look good, and we both just pretended we’d never 
met so Schlatt wouldn’t ask any questions.” 


“Well, do you think they’re the type to declare war?” Quackity asked. 


“I don’t know. We only spoke for a few minutes in total,” he shrugged. “While they seemed 
rather level-headed, they also tried to get information out of me about how my visions work 
and all that. It was subtle, but it was clear they wanted to know just how valuable of a tool I 
was to Schlatt’s government.” 


Quackity narrowed his eyes. “They don’t know you’re not in the palace though, right?” 


Thinking back to the night of the ball, he remembered how Eret had moved in front of him to 
block him so he could slip out with Tommy unnoticed. Even though that’s what led to him 
being kidnapped, it had been a kindness at the time, but a part of him always wondered if 
Eret knew what that kindness had led to. 


“The public doesn’t know I’m gone. But when it comes to those who were at the ball, it’s a 
bit trickier,” he explained. “While it’s entirely possible that Schlatt lied to everyone there and 
told them I was taken to a safe room by a guard, I also doubt he would’ve let anyone leave 
without conducting a thorough search for any sign of collusion with the Deathlings. That at 
least would’ve sparked questions.” 


“If they suspect you’re not whispering your prophecies into Schlatt’s ear anymore, then we 
could definitely be fucked,” Quackity huffed. 


It was the unfortunate truth. If Eret suspected the Pythia had been kidnapped after the ball, 
then one of the largest liabilities standing in their way of a successful invasion was gone. 


Downing the rest of his drink, Quackity set his glass down and smirked at him. “At the very 
least, if Clara tells you that shit’s gonna hit the fan I hope you’ll give me a heads up so I can 
pack up my stuff.” 


Clenching his jaw, he stared into the rippling shades of purple in his drink. “I wouldn’t hold 
out for that, Big Q. I haven’t gotten a vision from Clara in months.” 


There was no reason for him to tell Quackity of all people something like that. Yet, it slipped 
out without a second thought, and he wasn’t even drunk. 


Something in his voice must’ve struck a chord in Quackity, because his smirk faded as he 
leaned closer across the bar. “Is that normal? To not hear from her for that long?” 


“No, it’s not normal,” he confessed, holding back a wince. “It could be that Clara can’t reach 
me in the temple but I’m just-” pause. “...I don’t think that’s it.” 


Quackity considered this for a moment, and he felt like he was being pinned down by the 
seriousness in the man’s dark eyes. 


“What is it then?” Quackity then asked in a low voice. 


Shame burnt low and steady in his gut, the smoke crawling up his throat as soft songbird 
cries echoed in his ears. 


“T don’t know why I’m telling you all this,” he said instead of answering, tasting ash on his 
tongue. 


His gaze flickered back up to see that while Quackity still wasn’t smiling, something like 
amusement flashed through the brown of his eyes that was so dark, it was almost black. 


“Well, you know how it is. Everyone spills their darkest secrets to the bartender,” Quackity 
told him so quietly, it was almost a whisper. 


“You're not just a bartender though,” he pointed out, the words scratching against his throat. 


That was true in more ways than one. Quackity wasn’t just a bartender because he had ways 
of getting information no one should’ve been able to find. Quackity wasn’t just a bartender 
because he was harboring the most wanted terrorists in the country under his bar. But most 
importantly, Quackity wasn’t just a bartender—he was also separate from both Kristin and 
Clara. 


“No, I’m not,” Quackity agreed, leaning so close now, they were practically sharing air. 
What 5 a Pythia to a non-believer? 


“T feel like I’ve failed Her.” The words spilled out from his lips like the smoke rising up his 
throat. “Like She finally realized I was never the right choice to be Her vessel, so She’s given 
up on me.” 


His heart pounded in his ears. He could hear Quackity’s soft breaths. 
“Would that really be so bad?” Quackity then asked. 


The Pythia’s head snapped up. “Are you kidding? Of course that’d be a bad thing!” 


“Why though?” 


Behind his blindfold, the Pythia blinked several times, wondering if he’d imagined that. 
Because surely Quackity wasn’t clueless. 


“The reason for my entire existence is to serve Her,” he tried to explain. “If- If I’m not Hers, 
then what the hell am I here for? Where the fuck am I supposed to go from here?” 


Quackity shrugged. “Then you’re just like the rest of us, because I’m pretty sure everyone on 
the planet has asked themselves that at one point or another.” 


“I’m not like the rest of you though,” he whispered in a cracked voice. 


Suddenly, his hand was being pulled up from where it had been resting on the bar, and sparks 
shot out from under his skin as Quackity held their hands palm to palm. 


“Your hand feels pretty normal,” Quackity told him, slowly lacing their fingers together. 
“But that’s not-” 


He was cut off by stinging pain shooting up his hand, and he tried to pull away from 
Quackity, but Quackity held on tight. 


“What the fuck?!” He yelped. 


“You're not that special,” Quackity told him, digging his nails into the back of his hand. It 
was strange how gentle his tone was—a sharp contrast to his iron grip. “I don’t mean that as 
an insult, it’s just a fact. Maybe you have a connection with Clara, but that doesn’t change the 
fact that you’re made of flesh, blood, and maybe the occasional cybernetic component like 
everyone else.” 


Finally, Quackity loosened his grip, and Wilbur yanked his hand away. He cradled it to his 
chest, glancing down to see the indents Quackity’s fingernails left in his skin. 


“You're wrong,” he forced out after catching his breath, although the words rang hollow in 
his ears. “It’s supposed to go deeper than just me being made of flesh and blood.” He curled 
his fingers into a fist, wincing when it sent more stinging up his arm. “I’m empty.” 


“Really?” Quackity asked, leaning all the way across the bar so their foreheads were nearly 
touching. “Because I’ve seen empty before, and you’re not it.” 


Quackity’s breath puffed across his face. Heat rose to Wilbur’s cheeks at how close he was, 
and he thought about grabbing Quackity’s other hand and digging his nails in as hard as he 
could. 

Before either one could make a move though- 


“Uh, should I come back later?” 


The Pythia cursed as he lurched back, Quackity straightening up at the same time. 


Of all fucking people to walk in right then, of course it had to be Techno. 


“No, nothing’s happening. You’re fine,” the Pythia said, hoping Techno wouldn’t notice how 
red his face was in the colorful lighting of the bar. 


Techno, who stood in the doorway to the bar like he wasn’t sure where to go, raised an 
eyebrow at him in doubt. 


“Why are you here, Techno? Is it his curfew already?” Quackity joked, although there was a 
sharp edge to his voice that hadn’t been there before. 


“Well, I found Aimsey falling asleep next to the door, and when I asked them what they were 
doing they said Tommy had asked them to let you back in when you were done up here,” 
Techno explained, folding his arms over his chest. 


The Pythia winced hearing that Aimsey was falling asleep waiting for him to come back. 
Shit. The time had really gotten away from him, hadn’t it? 


Still, the suspicion in Techno’s eyes wasn’t lost on him. 

“So you came up here to see if I’d made a run for it or not?” The Pythia asked. 
Techno huffed. “No. I just wanted to see if it left marks.” 

The Pythia frowned. “Marks?” 


“From where you had to physically pry Tommy off of you,” Techno deadpanned, leaning 
against the doorframe. “The two of you are practically attached at the hip these days. When 
Aimsey told me you were up here alone I had to see it for myself.” 


“You ve literally been with Tommy all day without me there,” the Pythia argued. “He told me 
about how you made him scrub the floor.” 


Techno snorted. “I meant, like, I never see you two apart when I’m not makin’ Tommy do 
manual labor.” 


“Well, as you can see, he’s not here,” the Pythia said, gesturing around the empty VIP bar. 
“Yeah, I see that,” Techno nodded. 


A beat passed as Techno stared him down. The Pythia shrunk back in his seat, feeling like a 
child who was about to be scolded for staying out late. 


“So I do have a curfew.” 


“It’s less a curfew, and more that I sent Aimsey to get some sleep, so I’d have to be the one to 
stay up to let you back in the temple if you stay here any longer. And I’m tired. So you’re not 
staying here longer.” 


Although disappointment panged through him at that, he looked back down at the nail 
indents in his hand, and figured it was probably better to leave now than let.... whatever was 
going on between him and Quackity escalate further. He’d let enough of his worries spill out 
for one night. 


“Fine,” the Pythia huffed, downing the rest of his drink in one go before he pushed out of his 
chair. “You get the tab then.” 


Behind him, he heard Quackity snicker. “You heard the man, Techno. Pay up.” 
“Aren’t his drinks supposed to go on Tommy’s tab?” 


“Oh, would you look at that, Tommy forgot to scan his card before he left so I can’t use that,” 
Quackity said, words dripping with false innocence. 


Techno blinked. “You definitely have Tommy’s card on file.” 


“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Technoblade,” Quackity insisted, and the Pythia had 
to hide his smile in the sleeve of his shirt. “Looks like you gotta pay for both their drinks.” 


“bruh.” 


Another beat ticked by, and Techno sighed as he held out his arm for Quackity to scan. 
Despite the phantom stinging in his hand left by Quackity’s nails, he couldn’t help but 
straighten up when Quackity’s eyes flickered his way again. 


”*T’ve seen empty before, and you’re not it.” 


The Pythia’s breath caught in his throat when Quackity’s eyes met his own. Even if Quackity 
didn’t realize it because of the blindfold, it felt like he knew anyway. Like he could see 
straight through the blindfold and was peeling back the layers to find what was hidden 
underneath. 


If he peeled back a strip of his skin, what would he find? What if he was hollow inside, just 
like he was supposed to be? Or, even worse, what if he wasn t? 


The eye contact lasted for an eternity trapped within a second. When Quackity looked away, 
the Pythia did too, and their only goodbyes were short waves as he followed Techno out of 
the bar as quickly as possible. 


Charlie wasn’t waiting for them in the closet space like he usually was. The Pythia supposed 
this made sense, since Quackity had been the one to let him and Tommy out of the stairwell 
earlier, and he had mentioned that Charlie was in charge of manning the main part of the bar 
that evening. But even still, the Pythia found himself actually missing Charlie’s strange quips 
about bones. 


Maybe he’d try to find him some animal bones or something one of these days. 


Or, well, maybe not. Because that was kind of gross. 


As soon as the door to the stairwell slammed shut behind them, darkness swallowed them 
whole. The Pythia waited for Techno to pull a light out of his pocket like Tommy always did, 
but after a few seconds of waiting, he heard heavy footsteps echo off the walls. 


“Wait, are you leaving me?” 


The footsteps paused. “Last time I checked you knew how to take the stairs,” Techno’s voice 
rang out of the void. 


“Not in the dark!” He exclaimed. “How am I supposed to walk down stairs if I can’t see 
where they are?” 


“Slowly,” Techno shot back, sounding a bit further away as he resumed walking. 


For a moment, he waited at the top of the stairs to see if Techno was just fucking with him. 
Surely he didn’t expect him to walk all the way down to the temple in complete darkness, 
right? 


Seconds ticked by. Techno’s footsteps got quieter. 
Fuck. 


“If I trip and crack my head open you need to tell Tommy it’s your fault!” He shouted down, 
his words bouncing back at him. 


“PI take my chances!” 


Biting back a groan, he rested one hand against the wall, and moved his foot off the first step. 
Once he was down to the second, he went for the third, and then the fourth, and so on and so 
forth. 


It was slow, to say the least. He had to reach out to feel the next step and make sure his entire 
foot was on it before he could put his weight on it. Then he’d have to do this for the next, and 
the next, and the next- 


The stone wall was cool against his fingertips. The echo from Techno’s footsteps grew louder 
as he caught up to the man, although he was sure he was only catching up because Techno 
was waiting for him considering the snail’s pace he was moving at. 


“How are you walking so fast?” He asked after a few minutes, his blood roaring in his ears 
with every step. “Do you have night vision in your eyes or something?” 


“I do, but I don’t have it turned on right now,” Techno answered, his voice far closer than he 
was expecting. “Most of us have gone up and down these stairs enough times that we don’t 
need any light, so we just don’t use them.” 


“Like the bathhouse,” he muttered. 


“Yup. Like the bathhouse. And you can get around there without a flashlight, right?” 


Rolling his eyes, he scoffed. “Yeah, but that’s different. It’s not a giant fucking staircase.” 


“Td argue it’s harder to walk through that cave without a light than this. The ground’s a lot 
more uneven, and it’s slippery because of the steam.” 


“Well I’d still prefer that to this,” he grumbled. 


“Give it another year and you’ll be running up and down these steps with your eyes closed,” 
Techno huffed. 


And that- 
That made him pause. 


He said it so easily. Another year. There wasn’t the slightest hesitation in his voice. No 
uncertainty. In Techno’s eyes, the Pythia was still going to be here in another year. It wasn’t 
even a question. 


His footsteps faltered, and Techno must’ve been paying more attention than he thought, 
because his own footsteps immediately fell silent as well. 


“You alright?” Techno asked. 


“Yeah, it’s just-” he hesitated, biting the inside of his cheek. “You really think P1 still be here 
then?” His voice came out far smaller than he thought it would, and found himself grateful 
for the dark so he couldn’t see Techno’s expression. 


“I mean, you've kinda had a lot of opportunities to leave at this point and you haven’t. It’d be 
kinda awkward for you to just one day say, ‘you guys suck actually’ and dip. Plus, it’d bum 
Tommy out a lot, so I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t do that even if you did hate us.” 


The Pythia clenched his jaw. “But if Clara sends me a vision saying I have to leave, I’Il have 
no choice.” 


Techno snorted. “Did Clara start smitin’ people for disobeying her when I wasn’t looking? 
Because if she did, I might start looking into converting just because of how cool that is.” 


“Wh- no! I just meant that I’d have to follow the Will of my Goddess! You understand that, 
right?” 


A few moments passed in silence. He had no idea where Techno was, and it made him feel 
even more exposed than he had been in front of Quackity. 


“The thing is, Kristin doesn’t smite people who go against Her. She’s more of a guiding hand 
instead of something to be obeyed.” 


Squeezing his eyes shut, he tried to shove the memory of the phantom hand brushing through 
his hair out of his mind. It wasn’t real. Not only was the idea of a goddess interacting with 
mortals in a tangible way ridiculous on its own, but for Kristin to do that to him? Clara’s 
Chosen? It was downright laughable. 


“Clara provides guidance as well. The visions She sends me are meant to push us towards a 
better path.” 


“Better for who?” Techno questioned. “Better for the country? Because we’re not the only 
country that worships Clara. If she only cares about us because we have the Pythia, and uses 
the Pythia to change things in our country’s favor, that seems a little unfair to the rest of the 
people that worship her, y’know?” 


The Pythia took a shaky breath. “She wants what’s best for everyone. War doesn’t help either 
side.” 


“Then She better get on things quick because things are getting worse with Angia by the 
day.” There was the sound of a single footstep, and although the Pythia couldn’t see him, he 
felt Techno move in front of him. “The thing is, even ignoring the wanting to prevent war 
thing, giving one country the power to change the future would mean she’s playin’ favorites. 
And sure, maybe she is playing favorites, but that doesn’t really make a lot of sense when 
you remember that besides time, Clara’s primary domain is life itself.” 


“I don’t see what you’re getting at here,” the Pythia snapped. 
Techno was quiet for another beat. 


“I don’t really know what I’m saying either. I guess this whole ‘change the future’ thing 
sounds a little strange to me,” Techno huffed, and the Pythia felt him step back again. “I’m 
just saying, you do have a choice. Even if you think you don’t, you do. If you don’t want to-” 


The Pythia’s blood roared in his ears. “I want to serve my Goddess.” 


“You don’t though,” Techno said, his voice strangely flat. “If you did, you would’ve left 
already.” 


His head was spinning again. Although his drink had left him barely buzzed, he could feel the 
sparse fog clouding his thoughts as his breath sped up in his chest. 


“There’s a difference between me not wanting to leave, and not wanting to serve Clara,” he 
forced out. 


“Ts there, though?” Techno pushed. “You don’t want to go back to the palace, and I’m 
guessing Schlatt has a lot to do with that. You made it clear you don’t like working with him, 
but working with him is how you serve Clara, so by not wanting that-” 


“Shut up!” He exclaimed, cutting Techno off. “Just because I don’t want to work with Schlatt 
doesn’t mean I’m not fully devoted to Clara. She’s my Goddess, and I’ve dedicated my entire 
being to Her. Because I- I-” his words faltered for a moment, but he forced himself to push 
forward. “I love my Goddess.” 


“Kid,” Techno pointed out, sounding surprisingly gentle, “I never said you didn’t love her. 
You came up with that all on your own.” 


His bird slammed its beak into his ribs once again, and for a moment, he wondered if this was 
what it was like to be stabbed. 


“You're not gonna want to hear this,” Techno continued after a beat, “but if I’m being totally 
honest, it sounds like you’re trying to convince yourself of all that more than me.” 


Maybe Techno had a point there. But Wilbur wasn’t ready to acknowledge that. Because if he 
did, he knew deep down something inside of him would shift. Something would change, and 
he would have no idea how to get it back where it was supposed to be. 


So instead, he decided to focus on the other thing Techno had said. 
“You called me kid,” he pointed out, his voice weak. “I’m guessing Phil told you?” 


Techno paused, clearly surprised by the subject change. For a moment, Wilbur worried that 
he was going to keep pushing, even though he felt like he was going to shatter at the slightest 
touch. 


Instead though, Techno sighed. “Yeah, he did. That’s kinda the way it works with us. There’s 
not much we don’t tell each other.” 


Wilbur huffed. “Yeah. Figured.” 


He forced his legs to start moving down the stairs again, although he was going even slower 
than before. Techno seemed to notice this, and slowed his own pace as well, despite the fact 
that he probably could’ve made it down the stairs and back up several times over by now. 


“We don’t think any less of you for being young, if that's what you’re worried about,” Techno 
spoke up again after a few minutes. “It just puts a few things into perspective for us.” 


A lump formed in Wilbur’s throat. “I’m Clara’s vessel, so my age is irrelevant.” He paused. 
“At least, that’s what I was always told.” 


Techno scoffed at this. “You were twelve when you were told you had to dedicate your entire 
being, even give up your name, to serve Clara. Your age was not irrelevant.” Then, under his 
breath he added, “It was used against you.” 


A part of Wilbur knew he should’ve gotten upset about the implication that Clara was wrong 
for choosing him when he was so young. He should’ve argued that it was fine because it was 
the path Clara had chosen for him since before he was born. He should’ ve pointed out that 
the only reason he had air in his lungs was because She created him to serve Her, so no 
matter what age he was when he became the Pythia, it wouldn’t have mattered. It was always 
going to be the same path. 


But the lump in his throat had grown bigger when he heard Techno say his age was used 
against him. Because Wilbur knew what he meant. If he had been older, maybe he would’ ve 
been able to fight back more. If he had been older, maybe giving up his name would’ ve 
seemed more impossible. If he had been older, maybe- 


He cut his thoughts off there. But the sentiment remained. 


So he didn’t argue against what Techno said. And Techno didn’t point out his silence either. 


Reaching the bottom of the stairs was like letting out a breath Wilbur hadn’t even realized he 
was holding. Techno opened the door for them to get back in, and neither one of them said a 
word as they made their way to his room. 


“Get some rest, kid,” Techno said after a moment of silence, his eyes fixed on the ground. 
“You look like you need it.” 


With that, Techno turned on his heel and walked back down the corridor, leaving Wilbur 
alone in front of his room. 


The fog in his head seemed to be from something else other than the liquor, considering it 
only grew stronger as he made his way to his bed. He pulled off his shoes and changed into 
softer clothes, before untying the blindfold and folding it neatly beside his pillow. A few 
strands of dark brown hair got caught in his fingers as he undid the knot, and Wilbur pulled a 
curl down in front of his eyes, wondering once again what he looked like now. 


He reached his hand up to his scalp and ran his fingers over the raised scar hidden by his hair. 
Then, he moved his hand down, and brushed his fingers against the scar that ran through his 
eyebrow. Stretching his hand out in front of him, he eyed the faded red marks on his skin 
from Quackity’s nails. He tried to picture himself as he was now—scars, longer hair, all of it 
—and he couldn’t. Not with the blindfold, and not without it either. 


He knew his eyes were brown, but what did they look like? Were they so dark they were 
nearly black, like Quackity’s? Or were they closer to the color of amber when the sun hit 
them in a certain way? Were his eyes large or small? Was he expressive with his eyes? 


Wilbur had a feeling that if the curse wasn’t a thing, and others could look at his eyes, every 
thought that passed through his head would be made plain for the world to see. 


Or maybe it was the exact opposite. Maybe his eyes were windows to the emptiness inside of 
him. Maybe the Pythia needing to wear a blindfold was a blessing in disguise, because it 
would be too unsettling to look into his hollow eyes otherwise. 


Quackity told him he wasn’t empty. Tommy told him he wasn't empty. If either of them could 
see his eyes, would their opinion change? 


Wilbur was grateful he’d never get the answer to that question. 
ooo 

Heart pounding. Lungs burning. Panic suffocating him. 

Footsteps slamming against concrete. Too many to be his own. 

Police. 


Holographic advertisements float above his head. He's drowning in a kaleidoscope of neon. 


Brick walls closing in. He can t breathe. He cant BREATHE. 

He needs to run faster. Faster faster faster- 

A terrified shout. He knows that voice. 

He looks behind him, already reaching out to grab him and pull him along. 
Blue eyes bright with terror meet his own. 

Somewhere in the distance, a bird shrieks loud enough to make ears bleed. 


The Pythia jolted upright in his bed, his chest heaving as he wiped the cold sweat off his 
forehead. As disjointed images flashed through his mind, he curled in on himself, twisting his 
fingers into his hair and pulling as hard as he could to try and get his mind to settle down. 


Seconds ticked by. His breaths slowed. 

When he finally let go of his hair, his fingers were cramping, and he winced as he stretched 
them out. He took another deep breath, before the reality of what just happened settled over 
him. 


That was a vision. 


His first vision from Clara in months, and it didn’t have anything to do with him leaving the 
Deathlings. No, it was worse than that. 


Their luck would run out sooner and later. And something bad was going to happen to 
Tommy because of it. 
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For a moment, the Pythia could only sit and stare at the ground as the full weight of his 
realization settled on his shoulders. 


He’d had a vision. And it wasn’t what he expected it to be at all. 


Clara wasn’t telling him to leave. He could interpret that much from the disjointed images 
still flashing behind his eyes. No, this was a warning. At some point, he and Tommy were 
going to be chased, and it wasn’t going to end well. That much he was certain of. 


Questions bounced off the walls of his skull faster than he could process them. Who was 
going to chase them? Where were they when they were being chased? Was this going to 
happen soon, or was it a far off vision? 


Those questions were just about the contents of the vision itself. The fact that he’d received a 
vision at all had sent him reeling, because he’d just come to terms with the idea that Clara 
had abandoned him. But She hadn’t. If She was able to send him a vision now, why hadn’t 
She sent one sooner? 


At the very least, that last question had a clear cut answer. Clara could’ve sent him a vision 
this whole time. She just didn’t want to. 


Tilting his head up to the streaks of paint stretched across his bedroom ceiling, a shiver ran 
down the Pythia’s spine when he imagined Clara staring down at him right this second. He’d 
never been invisible to Her in here. She’d been watching since the start, and had let him 
drown in his own doubts and questions without a single sign that She was hearing any of 
them. 


The Pythia was supposed to be relieved. His Goddess hadn’t abandoned him. She was still 
watching over him. He was still Hers, in body and soul. 


Except this wasn’t a relief at all. If anything, it made him want to throw up. 


His legs trembled as he pushed to his feet, eyes still fixed on the stone cracks in his ceiling. 
He paced around the room with his head tilted back, his stomach twisting in on itself as 
Tommy’s terrified gaze flashed in his mind again. 


“What do you want from me?” He whispered to the air, his hands curling into fists. “You stay 
silent for months, and only when I finally accept that you’re gone you come back with that?” 
A bitter laugh bubbled out of his chest, scraping against his throat and making him wince. “If 
you want me to be good at my job, you could try giving me some actual fucking answers 
instead of just-” 


A knock echoed through the room, cutting the Pythia off midsentence. 
“Wilbur?” Tommy called out through their shared door. “You awake yet?” 
Fuck. Fuck. 


Visions were sacred. When they left the Pythia’s lips, the words were only supposed to be 
heard by the Emperor and no one else. He’d broken this twice already with the Deathlings— 
first with admitting to Tommy that a vision was the reason he tried to kill him, and second 
when he blew up at Tommy, Niki, Jack, and Techno about the vision he’d had the night 
before the ball. But by the time he spoke about both of those, the visions had already come to 
pass. This one hadn’t, and the Pythia had no idea when this vision would become a reality. It 
could be tonight. It could be months. There was no way of knowing for sure. 


If he told Tommy about his vision, would he be able to prevent it from happening? The vision 
was of both of them. If he kept silent, maybe he could prevent it on his own. But Tommy 
knew how to read him better than anyone else. There was no doubt he’d know something was 
up if the Pythia started acting strange around him. 


But telling him... 


The Pythia’s mind felt like a battleground these days. He told himself he was trying to adhere 
to Clara’s principles like he was always taught, but he broke more and more rules with each 
passing day. Before this latest vision, it had almost felt justified. If Clara had abandoned him, 
why bother following Her rules? 


She hadn’t abandoned him though. He knew that now. 


The question was no longer about Clara Herself. It was about him. Where he wanted to go 
from here. 


But he’d been raised to follow Her rules. Without that to guide him, he had no idea what 
direction he was supposed to go down. 


“Wilbur?” Tommy called out again, startling him out of his thoughts. 


“Sorry, uh, one second,” he forced out, dropping to his knees to grab his blindfold. His hands 
shook as he tied it around the back of his head, but he did his best to shove down the 
suffocating fear that was bubbling up the back of his throat as he secured the knot. “Okay, 
you can come in.” 


The door swung open, and Tommy stretched his arms above his head as he strolled inside. 
“Morning. Good to see Aimsey was able to let you back in last night.” 


Oh. Yeah. Tommy had left him at Quackity’s bar and was asleep by the time Techno brought 
him back. 


“Uh, actually Techno came and got me,” the Pythia explained, looking over Tommy’s 
shoulder so he didn’t have to meet his eyes. “Said that Aimsey was falling asleep at the door, 
so he sent them back to their room.” 


Tommy frowned. “Oh.” Even though the Pythia was trying not to look at Tommy’s face, he 
felt Tommy’s eyes linger on the blindfold. “Was that okay?” 


“Yeah. Why wouldn’t it be?” The Pythia tried, although the tension in his voice was as clear 
as day. “Techno’s fine.” 


“If he started giving you shit for something-” 


“He didn’t,” he said, cutting Tommy off before he could get himself worked up. “Our 
conversation was fine. Nothing happened.” 


While he wouldn’t say his conversation with Techno was enjoyable, it wasn’t at the forefront 
of his mind right then. With the vision still playing on loop behind his eyes, he couldn’t care 
less about Techno at that moment because he had much bigger things to worry about. 


Tommy stared at him for a moment, his eyes narrowing. “Something’s wrong though.” 


Ignoring the electric jolt that sent through him, the Pythia shook his head. “Nothing’s 
wrong.” 


“You and I both know I see through your shit, Wilbur. So don’t try that,” Tommy said, taking 
a step towards him. “What’s going on?” 


Shit. 


Besides the obvious rules against sharing visions with anyone but the Emperor, the Pythia 
also wasn’t sure if he wanted to tell Tommy about the vision because he had no clue how he 


would react to it. He had next to zero information about what was going on in the vision, 
except for the fact that they were outside the temple, and he was fairly certain police were 
there. Tommy was impulsive and stubborn to a fault. He would jump to his own conclusions 
about the context, and even if the Pythia tried to argue, he might not listen to what he had to 
say. 


Although he wanted to think that Tommy would be different, in all honesty, the Pythia had no 
clue how he was going to react. He might listen to the Pythia, but he might also ignore him 
and make his own decisions just like Schlatt did. 


No. Tommy wasn’t like Schlatt. He knew that. 


But... did he really? Sure, Tommy wasn’t like Schlatt because he wasn’t a selfish 
megalomaniac. At the same time though, there were similarities there. They both had a 
tendency to think their decision-making capabilities were better than everyone else around 
them. They struggled to take other’s input into account, and jumped into decisions without 
thinking things through. 


However, Tommy’s decisions were made out of a genuine desire to help others. Schlatt’s 
were the result of his own arrogance. 


If neither one of them listened to him though, how much did that matter in the end? 


Tommy was still staring him down. The Pythia wasn’t sure if he wanted to tell Tommy about 
the vision yet, but he had to say something to get him off his back. 


“Techno didn’t upset me or anything,” he said after a beat, still keeping his eyes fixed on the 
wall over Tommy’s shoulder. “But he did say some things that just... got me thinking.” 


It wasn’t a total lie. His conversation with Techno had struck a chord with him. 
“Like what?” Tommy asked, his voice softer now. 


He thought back to the night before. How gentle Techno was when he pointed out that the 
Pythia’s words sounded like they were more about trying to convince himself rather than 
anyone else. 


“Just... shit with Clara. I don’t really want to go into the details,” he said, folding his arms 
over his chest. 


Tommy raised an eyebrow, and the Pythia hoped the partial truth would be enough to tie him 
over. The seconds ticked by, and the pit in his stomach grew larger with each one. 


Finally, 


“T can tell him to lay the fuck off you when I see him today if you want?” Tommy offered, 
cracking a small smile. 


The Pythia forced himself to match Tommy’s smile, even though it was borderline painful. “I 
appreciate it, but I can handle some things myself.” 


“You didn’t know how to do laundry a few weeks ago,” Tommy pointed out. 


“Well that’s not my fault!” The Pythia argued, grateful for the change in topic. “And what 
does that have to do with me talking to people?” 


“Because you lack preparedness for the world, Wilbur!” Tommy exclaimed in a dramatic 
voice, puffing out his chest. “You’re clueless to the cruel reality of things, and as your best 
friend, it is my job to protect you from these cruelties!” 


Although he snorted at Tommy’s dramatics, he couldn’t ignore the pang that shot through his 
chest when he heard the words best friend. 


“T’m still older than you,” he argued after a moment, hoping Tommy wouldn’t notice his 
pause. 


Tommy scoffed. “I am so much more worldly than you, Wilbur. You might be older than me 
physically, but in life experience I’m like your wise old mentor.” 


At this, the Pythia couldn’t help but laugh. “I don’t think anyone would describe you as wise, 
Tommy.” 


The Pythia yelped when Tommy slapped his arm. “Fuck you, asshole! I’m the wisest and 
smartest man you’ll ever meet!” 


Rolling his eyes, the Pythia turned on his heel to head for the door out of his room, hoping 
that if he distracted Tommy with breakfast, they wouldn’t go back to the previous topic. 
“Your shoe’s untied, wise man.” 


Tommy immediately looked at his feet, cursing as he bent down to tie the laces of his boots. 
The Pythia held the door open for him, and Tommy shot him a dirty look as he hurried 
through. 


Quiet fell between the two as they made their way down the corridor and into the main 
chamber of the temple. As always, the Pythia did his best to avoid looking in the direction of 
Kristin’s statue, but it was as if he could feel the weight of Her stare more prominently than 
ever before. 


There were two goddesses watching him down here. He could almost hear phantom whispers 
echoing in the back of his mind. Judgements being passed over him without having a single 
say in any of it. 


The whispers were figments of his own imagination, but he felt them with the same heaviness 
as the stone eyes boring into the back of his head. Still, he kept his head down and hurried 
past the statue as fast as he could, not wanting to linger there any longer than necessary. 


All the usual groups were in their normal spots for breakfast that morning. Tubbo, Aimsey, 
and Ranboo on one side, Niki and Jack on the other, with Sam and Ponk off in the corner 
doing their own thing. No one looked up at the two of them as they entered anymore. Even 
still, there was a subtle shift in the air as he and Tommy went to get their food. An added 


layer of tension that felt like strings had been wrapped around his and Tommy’s chests, tying 
them to everyone else in the room and straining whenever they got too close to one group 
over another. 


Breakfast today was some kind of thin pancake mixed with green onions, and a bowl of broth 
on the side. Despite the fact that the Deathlings stole all their food from warehouses, it 
seemed the food shortages were even hitting them too. 


He and Tommy found a rug in the corner of the room furthest away from everyone else. 
When the Pythia set his tray down on the rug, he glanced up for the briefest of moments, and 
locked eyes with Niki across the room. 


Despite the blindfold though, she seemed to realize she’d been caught, and looked away just 
as quickly. A dull ache reverberated through his chest at this. While a tense truce had seemed 
to form between the four of them, nothing had been forgiven. Jack no longer openly 
antagonized Tommy, and Tommy kept silent if they so much as bumped into each other. 
Meanwhile, the Pythia had talked with both Niki and Jack a few times in the past month 
while doing chores, although the conversations were short and usually just about whatever 
task they were currently working on. 


Although the Pythia would never have done anything but stand with Tommy, he hated the 
tension that followed the four of them like thunderclouds. More specifically, he missed Niki. 
While he’d considered himself on good terms with both Niki and Jack before the incident, 
Niki had been the closest thing he’d had to another friend besides Tommy. He trusted her, and 
even in the wake of everything going to shit, his trust hadn’t been broken. Niki never called 
him by that name, and from what he could tell, she hadn’t mentioned it to anyone else either. 


“Oi, you listening to me or have you left the planet?” Tommy asked, snapping his fingers in 
front of his face. 


Jolting, the Pythia looked back at Tommy, and realized he’d been speaking to him for at least 
a minute. 


“Second one, sorry,” he admitted sheepishly, taking a bite of his veggie pancake. “What were 
you saying?” 


Although Tommy scoffed at this, the Pythia could tell he wasn’t genuinely upset as he took a 
breath to repeat himself. 


“As I was saying, I think you’d look pretty fuckin’ cool with a tattoo.” 
The Pythia inhaled the piece of pancake he was chewing on, and began to violently cough. 
“What-” he gasped out, “what the fuck?!” 


Instead of answering, Tommy patted his back a few times, letting the Pythia cough himself 
out. Once he’d finally dislodged the pancake and could breathe again, he blinked a few times, 
trying to figure out where the fuck that came from. 


“What do you mean I’d look cool with a tattoo?” The Pythia asked once Tommy had moved 
his hand away. 


Tommy shrugged. “I mean you’d look cool with a tattoo. Pretty self-explanatory statement if 
you ask me.” 


The Pythia huffed. “I didn’t- look, you know what I meant. I’ve told you before, the Pythia 
isn’t allowed to have any kind of body modifications, which includes tattoos.” 


“In case you forgot, you’ve already broken, like, a shit ton of your ‘rules,’” Tommy pointed 
out. 


Holding back a wince, the Pythia frowned. “Mostly out of necessity.” 


Tommy gave him a flat stare at that. The Pythia squirmed under his gaze, until he looked 
back down at his lap. 


“A tattoo is different,” he tried again after a moment. “Breaking that isn’t a one time thing. 
It’s permanent. An alteration to the vessel Clara inhabits that can never be undone.” 


“Do you really think she’d be so mad about that though?” Tommy asked, furrowing his 
brows. “It’s just a tattoo, man. I feel like there are way worse ways you can break her rules.” 


Tearing apart his pancake in his hands, the Pythia turned over Tommy’s words in his head. 
He had a point. Out of all the rules he was expected to uphold as the Pythia, the tattoo one 
was minor compared to the ones he’d already broken. 


He thought about all the times he’d looked at his unmarred hands. He thought about running 
his fingers over the scar in his eyebrow and wondering what his reflection would look like if 
he saw it now. He thought about all the ways Her vessel had changed since he was first 
brought to the temple, and how despite it all, She still sent him a vision the night before. 


The reminder that he was still Hers had brought him no relief. But would his body and soul 
still belong to Clara if he altered Her vessel? Would She even care? 


He shoved the thoughts away as he took another bite of his breakfast. This was too much to 
think about this early in the morning. Besides, he’d never had a desire for a tattoo before, so 
why think about it now? 


His eyes lingered on the dark ink peeking out from the sleeve of Tommy’s t-shirt. In a way, it 
was a constant reminder that Tommy’s body belonged to him. He could do whatever he 
wanted with it, change it in any way and make himself a home inside his skin. 


The Pythia’s body wasn’t his to make a home out of. That was a fact he’d accepted long ago, 
and it made no sense to question it now. 


(The ache in his chest begged to differ. He decided to ignore it.) 


Tommy’s words about the tattoo lingered in the Pythia’s mind for the rest of breakfast. 
Although the subject changed and he spent his meal listening to Tommy ramble on about the 


chores he was going to have to do with Techno that day, he found himself unable to pay 
attention to a single thing Tommy was talking about. 


There were too many things flashing through his head. Tattoos, the feeling of Niki’s stare 
boring into him, the vision. 


It was too loud in his own head. Like an orchestral performance with no conductor. Strings 
swelling and trumpets screaming and no hint whatsoever as to when it would end. 


After they finished their meals, the two of them walked back out to the main chamber of the 
temple where Techno and Phil were already waiting. The Pythia tried not to shrink at the 
knowing glint in Techno’s eyes, thinking back to what he’d said the night before about him 
not wanting to serve Clara. 


Was he proving Techno’s point by not wanting to share the vision with Tommy? Or was it the 
opposite? His duty to Clara was to tell the Emperor about his visions, but obviously he 
couldn’t report this latest one to Schlatt. In that case, was he serving Clara better by keeping 
it to himself? But from what he could tell, the vision wasn’t related to the country itself 
whatsoever. It was just about him and Tommy. In a situation like this, did Clara want him to 
tell Tommy? Or was the vision meant only for him and him alone? 


He didn’t know. Once again, getting answers and dealing with Clara felt like two completely 
separate things. 


The Pythia didn’t say anything as Tommy, Phil, and Techno spoke briefly about Tommy’s 
chores for the day. In fact, he was so lost in his head that he didn’t even notice Tommy 
leaving until the boy was punching his shoulder on his way out. 


“See you at dinner,” Tommy said, flashing him a weak smile as Techno led him out of the 
main chamber. 


Giving Tommy a half-hearted wave, the Pythia blinked a few times, struggling to come back 
to the present moment until he felt a hand rest on his shoulder. 


“You okay, mate?” 


Snapping his head towards the voice, the Pythia flushed when he realized Phil was still 
standing right in front of him. 


“Um, yeah, just tired,” he lied, avoiding Phil’s eyes despite his blindfold. 
Phil gave him a sympathetic look. “Didn’t sleep well?” 
The Pythia had to bite back a bitter laugh as he shrugged. “Something like that.” 


“Well, you could always go back to your room and take a nap. You’re not on the chore 
rotation for today,” Phil told him. “Would you wanna do that?” 


Holding back a wince, the Pythia shook his head. The idea of sitting alone in his room, trying 
to sleep when the very thing tormenting him was just waiting for him to shut his eyes again? 


Yeah, no thanks. 


Although he didn’t say anything, he must’ve made a face, because something in Phil’s eyes 
shifted at that. 


“Alright. That’s fine. You don’t have to,” Phil said, his voice much gentler than before. He 
paused then, glancing back over his shoulder as he considered something. Then, “Here, I 
have a place we can go.” 


Phil took off before the Pythia could ask where they were going. He turned on his heel, 
leading the Pythia past Kristin’s statue and down a corridor the Pythia hadn’t been down 
since his first night in the temple. 


Floating lights buzzed around his head as they made their way to the adyton, and the Pythia 
kept worrying he was going to get hit in the face by one with each step he took. But they all 
moved out of the way, and made their way to Phil’s office without any squashed robot bugs. 


Despite the drug-induced haze he’d been in that first night, Phil’s office was exactly how he 
remembered it. Black stone desk, holo-map hanging on the left wall, an altar to Kristin sitting 
in the shelf embedded into the right wall—from what he could see, nothing had changed. 


“Feel free to take a seat,” Phil said, gesturing to the two chairs sitting in front of the desk. 


The Pythia settled himself in the same chair he’d sat in the night he’d been kidnapped. Deja 
vu washed over him as he thought back to how terrified he was when he first met Phil. How 
he’d spit curses about how Clara was going to forsake the Deathlings for what they did, until 
he realized that even if the Deathlings didn’t kill him, he would never leave that temple 
again. 


Things had been so different then. 
He had been so different then. 
“It feels weird being back here,” he murmured, wringing his hands in his lap. 


Phil raised an eyebrow as he sat down on the other side of the desk, before his eyes widened 
in realization. “Oh shit, yeah, the only other time you were here was-” 


“My first night,” he finished for Phil, eyes focused on the scuffed edge of the desk. 


Wincing at the reminder, Phil leaned back in his seat as he nodded. “Yeah, you were having a 
pretty rough time that night.” 


“PI say,” he huffed. 
A pause. 


“Obviously you don’t have to stay here if you don’t want to,” Phil then said, straightening up. 
“I didn’t have a reason for bringing you in here. I just got the sense you wanted some peace 
and quiet but didn’t really want to sit alone in your room.” 


Damn. Was he really that easy to read? 


“I mean, you nailed it. My head’s just a bit too... loud, right now,” he said, keeping his eyes 
on the hands in his lap. 


“T get it. It happens to all of us,” Phil told him, pulling a tablet out of his desk drawer and 
resting it in front of him. “If you don’t want to talk, that's fine with me. You can just hang out 
here while I do my work.” 


“Fuck, if you need me to leave so you can focus-” 


Phil cut him off before he could finish his sentence. “Mate, I wouldn’t have brought you in 
here if that was the case.” 


Sighing, he leaned back in the seat, the cool stone threading under his shirt and sending chills 
down his spine. While a part of him didn’t want to keep Phil from his work, there was 
something he wanted to ask the man. He had a feeling it would just add another instrument to 
the orchestral cacophony in his head rather than help quiet it, but his feelings could also be 
wrong. It might help, in some way or another. 


Even if it didn’t, he wanted to know. 

“Can I ask you something then?” 

Phil glanced up from the tablet. “Shoot.” 

Taking a breath, the Pythia asked, “How does Kristin connect with you?” 


Although the question had been lingering in his mind for a while now, it wasn’t till today, 
with the vision playing on repeat behind his eyes contrasting with the memory of that 
phantom hand brushing through his hair, that he decided to actually put it into words. 


Despite both being of the divine, from what the Pythia could tell, Clara and Kristin presented 
themselves in very different ways to their followers. Clara was distant. She existed in a plane 
beyond mortal comprehension, and as a result always felt just out of reach. That’s why the 
role of the Pythia was so important. It was the only tether humanity had to Clara. 


In contrast though, Phil had mentioned that offering Kristin his blood allowed Her to feel 
more connected to the living. When both he and Niki had prayed to her, the change in their 
demeanors was immediate. It was as if they could feel Kristin standing beside them. 


“You mean when I pray?” Phil asked, setting down his tablet. 
The Pythia nodded. 


“Well, it’s a bit hard to describe. Most of the time it’s just a feeling. A sense of calm washes 
over me, and I know She’s listening. Other times it’s a bit more obvious, and I’ Il feel a cool 
breeze on the back of my neck which lets me know She’s here,” Phil explained, folding his 
hands together on the desk. “More rarely She’ll make direct contact. P’ l feel a hand on my 
face, my back, or most often resting over the tattoos on my arms. I take that as a sign that She 


wants me to know She’s here to support me.” He paused, a small smile flickering over his 
face. “She’s only outright spoken to me a handful of times over my life, but I’ve always 
treasured those moments the most.” 


“She’s spoken to you?” The Pythia gasped. 


“Yes, but that’s something only I’ve experienced. None of the other Deathlings have a 
connection like that with Her,” Phil clarified, something wistful flashing over his face. “It’s 
never a complete conversation or anything. Just a few whispers I can barely make out. But 
She always tells me exactly what I need to hear.” 


Kristin has spoken to Phil. Outright spoken to him. Even when it’s not so direct, She makes 
sure he knows that She’s there. Like She’s not above the mortal realm at all. 


“Clara doesn’t do that.” 


The words fall out of his mouth in a whisper. A confession he didn’t mean to let slip, but was 
now hanging in the air between them, unable to be taken back. 


Phil furrowed his brows. “You mean She’s never spoken to you? Not even in visions?” 


“The visions are the only connection I have with Her,” the Pythia scoffed, slumping back in 
his seat. “You said you feel a wave of calm wash over you when you pray to Kristin. ’ve 
never experienced anything like that. There’s never been any strange breezes or phantom 
touches or just-” his breathing hitched. “It’s different. It’s so fucking different from what you 
have with Kristin and I don’t understand why.” 


There was a beat of silence as Phil took that in. He nodded to himself, staring at his hands as 
the Pythia’s heart pounded in his ears. 


“I don’t think I have the answers you’re looking for,” Phil finally admitted, looking up to 
meet his blindfold again. “I never felt much of a connection to Clara myself before I came to 
know Kristin, but I also don’t know many people who did have that kind of connection with 
her, even if they grew up worshipping Clara. That was what was so intriguing about Kristin. 
Whereas Clara was so unknowable, Kristin was actually there, listening to me and guiding 
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me. 


“But I’m Her vessel. Shouldn’t I at least be able to feel when She’s watching over me?” He 
asked, his voice cracking. 


Phil sighed. “I don’t know. Logically speaking, yes, I’d expect the Pythia to have a more 
tangible connection with Clara than most people. But religion doesn’t rely on logic. The 
divine aren’t bound to human modes of reasoning.” 


The Pythia clenched his jaw. “So this might just be the way it is with everyone?” 


“Maybe? The relationship between someone and the deity they worship is unique to them. 
Even if millions of people worship the same goddess, every individual can have a different 
way of connecting with her.” 


Taking a breath, the Pythia focused on the wall behind Phil’s head. “That’s not very helpful.” 


“You mean it’s not the answer you want,” Phil corrected. “I get it, mate. I really do. This shit 
is hard to figure out. But I can’t tell you how to connect with Clara. That’s something you 
have to figure out for yourself.” 


The Pythia opened his mouth to ask another question—and what if I can t figure it out?—but 
stopped himself at the last second. Because he had a feeling he already knew what Phil’s 
answer would be, and he didn’t want to hear that out loud right then. 


Instead, he let his gaze fall back on Phil. He noticed the way Phil was idly tracing the ink 
along his arms, and thought back to what he’d said about Kristin. 


“Do your tattoos connect you to Kristin?” He asked after a minute of silence. 


Phil blinked, glancing down at his arms like he hadn’t even realized he was running his 
fingers over the designs. “Sort of. There’s no ritual to it or anything. But I suppose since 
many of the tattoos we Deathlings have are of our near death experiences, She finds it easier 
to connect with us through the spots on our body dedicated to the times we got close to 
meeting Her.” 


Nodding, he continued with, “Is that why you get them? So you can connect with Her 
better?” 


At this, Phil snorted and shook his head. “I don’t go out and have near death experiences just 
to see my Goddess. While I do have Death tattoos, most of mine are actually ones I got 
because I just liked them.” 


Frowning, he leaned forward in his seat to try and get a better look at the designs littering 
Phil’s arms. Noticing his interest, Phil straightened his arms out and his eyes widened as he 
took in the art. 


There was the moth pinned to the wall he’d noticed the night he and Tommy had snuck back 
into the temple. It was surrounded by birds—crows that were flying up Phil’s arm, their 
chests open to expose their ribcages for the world to see. Between the crows, he saw a 
pomegranate cut in half, and some thin flowers with triangular petals settled above it. 


There were flowers on his other arm as well, but in place of petals, small skulls grew 
clustered along the stems. Shooting stars flew above and below the skull flowers, and above 
those, there was a dagger wrapped in vines. And above all of that, there was a surprisingly 
realistic depiction of the moon. 


The backs of his hands were tattooed as well. On his right there was a singular eye. On his 
left, dark bolts of lightning stretched down from his wrist and onto his fingers. 


But despite all of these, he couldn’t help but notice, 


“Where’s your Deathling Mark?” 


Pulling his arms back, Phil held a finger up as he pushed to his feet. He unwound the dark 
fabric wrap he usually had tied over his shoulders and torso, leaving him in a plain black t- 
shirt. Then, Phil turned his back to him, and reached behind to tug his shirt up and around his 
neck. 


Oh. Yeah, he should’ve guessed that’s where it was. 


The black wings of the Deathling Mark took up Phil’s entire back. The feathers were all 
black, but shaded in a way that the outline of each individual one was visible. Then, he 
noticed that the wings themselves were stretched out, like they were just waiting for the 
chance to take flight. 


“Holy shit,” he muttered. 


“Cool, right?” Phil chuckled, pulling his shirt down before sitting back in his chair. “Took 
fucking forever to get that one, but obviously I didn’t mind.” 


“Yeah, I’m sure but-” he paused, trying to find the right words. “That’s a lot.” 
“Do you mean all of them, or just the Deathling Mark?” Phil asked, raising an eyebrow. 


“Both, I guess.” He furrowed his brows, eyes lingering on Phil’s arms again. “I dunno. I 
understand the wings. But the rest...” he trailed off, not sure how to put the tightness in his 
chest into words. 


Phil’s smile faded. “I wish I could explain it in a way you’d understand, but the thing I’ve 
found about tattoos is that they mean something different to everyone. For me, I view mine as 
a way to remind myself of what’s important to me. Others use them to record milestones, or 
so they don’t forget who they want to be.” He laughed again. “A lot of people just like the 
way they look though. And I think that’s the real cool thing about it. Your body is yours to 
make how you want it. No one can control what you put on your skin, and once it’s there it’s 
there forever. Those markers of who you are can’t be taken away from you.” 


“That sounds... really nice,” he admitted, still wringing his hands in his lap. “But that’s not 
how it works for me.” 


At this, Phil frowned. “What do you mean?” 


“The body I’m in isn’t mine. It’s Clara’s,” he explained, looking up to meet Phil’s eyes 
through the blindfold. “The Pythia can’t alter Clara’s vessel in any way. Not with tattoos, 
piercings, hair dye, cybernetics—nothing like that.” 


Phil’s frown deepened. “You were told your body isn’t yours?” 


The iron band around his chest tightened when he heard the sharp edge to Phil’s question. 
Still, he nodded. 


A beat passed as Phil took this in. He let out a slow breath through his nose, squeezing his 
eyes shut for a moment. 


“At fucking twelve years old-” Phil cut himself off, shaking his head before he opened his 
eyes again to meet the blindfold. “Sorry. That’s just difficult for me to understand because it 
doesn’t make a whole lot of sense.” 


Frowning, the Pythia cocked his head to the side as he looked at Phil. “What about it doesn’t 
make sense?” 


“Just- why would Clara make her vessel a human being with free will if she didn’t want them 
to be their own person?” Phil asked him. 


Unlike Tommy, who asked questions about Clara like he was hunting for a weakness to point 
out, Phil’s question felt genuine. Like he wanted to understand Clara’s reasoning, but 
couldn’t figure it out. 


“Well, that’s the ultimate show of loyalty, isn’t it?” The Pythia asked, raising an eyebrow. 
“Giving up your individuality to serve the Goddess who created you? It’s supposed to be an 
example of the Pythia’s devotion to Her. We’re not people, even if we'd like to be. And 
accepting that tells Clara the Pythia has dedicated their entire being to Her.” 


“T get the reasoning there, but there’s still a flaw with that,” Phil pointed out. “You say you’re 
not a person even if you want to be, implying that there’s no choice there. But then you say 
you willingly give up your individuality for Clara. So which is it? Do you have a choice or 
not?” 


“Tt’s- well-” he hesitated, breathing getting harder as he tried to remember what he was 
taught. “The Pythia isn’t like most people. I’m an empty vessel. There’s nothing inside that 
makes me me. So I suppose in that sense, there isn’t really a choice. But up until I was 
chosen, I had a name and lived like a real person. I guess the choice is about giving up the 
lie?” He paused again. “It’s something like that.” 


Phil stared at him for a moment, expression entirely unreadable. It was almost like he was 
puzzled, but at the same time had finally gotten an answer he’d been searching for. 


Maybe the answer had disappointed him. Or maybe it was what he’d been expecting all 
along. The Pythia couldn’t tell. 


“Why do you think you’re different from other people?” Phil asked, his voice low. “What 
makes you think you’re empty compared to someone else?” 


“Because the former Pythia told me so.” 

Phil nodded. “But you implied earlier that you’d like to be a person.” 
Pain lanced through his chest at that. 

“It doesn’t matter what I want. My purpose is-” 


“I don’t care what your purpose is,” Phil cut him off. “Regardless of whether or not you’re 
supposed to be one, do you want to be your own person?” 


His breath rattled in his lungs as he thought back to the night market. When Tommy asked 
him if he thought he deserved better. 


It wasn’t about what he deserved. It wasn’t about what he wanted. It was just the way things 
were. 


But Phil was still asking. Even if it didn’t matter. 


“I... I didn’t want to be the Pythia,” he told Phil, because it was easier than saying the truth 
outright. “I told the former Pythia she was wrong. That it couldn’t be me. But she insisted it 
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was. 
Phil’s hand curled into a fist on the table, but after a beat, he let it go. 


“What you want does matter,” he said quietly, keeping his eyes fixed on the blindfold. “If you 
didn’t want to be the Pythia, that mattered. And if you want to be a person, that still matters.” 


All at once, it became too much for him again. Blood rushed to his head as he sucked in a 
sharp breath, burying his face in his hands as the iron band squeezed all the air out of his 
lungs in one fell swoop. 


“Can- Can I leave?” He asked, his shoulders shaking as he struggled to breathe. 
“Of course you can. But are you-” 


“I’m fine,” he answered before Phil could get up, forcing himself out of his chair and 
stumbling to the door. “I just need a minute to breathe.” 


Nodding, Phil moved to the door anyway, holding it open for him to walk through. Before he 
could leave though, Phil’s hand came to rest on his shoulder, and he froze as he leaned into 
the touch. 


“You know if you ever need anything you can always ask for it, okay, mate?” 


The warmth from Phil’s hand spread down his shoulder and to his chest, where the iron band 
loosened the tiniest bit. He took a deep breath for the first time in ages, and leaned further 
into Phil’s space. 


What did he need right then? 
“Then... can I have a mirror, Phil?” 


A few minutes later, the Pythia found himself in his room, a compact mirror sitting in the 
palm of his hand. 


It wasn’t open yet. Phil had dug around his desk, pulling out the metal square and pressing it 
into his palm with surprising gentleness. He gave the Pythia a knowing look, and told him he 
could keep it for as long as he wanted. 


Now he was here. Alone and terrified of a small mirror. 


The fear was suffocating. It curled around his insides, making his hands shake and gut twist 
as he stared at the metal square in his palm. It was stupid, he knew that. There was no reason 
he should be afraid of looking at his reflection. No reason at all. 


Except for the fact that he didn’t know who was going to be staring back at him. 


The last time he’d seen himself in a mirror, he’d been at the palace. Although his head was 
never silent, everything else had been. There were no questions echoing in his skull that went 
against everything he’d ever been taught. There was no bird in his chest demanding his 
attention at all times. 


Speaking of, his bird had made itself known as soon as he stumbled out of Phil’s office. It 
crooned in his ears, delighted about the mirror despite how he felt like it was burning his 
hands. Even now it was still going, the singing getting louder the longer he put off opening it 
for. 


Fuck. He was being stupid. It was just a mirror. 


Using his free hand, he untied his blindfold and let it fall to his lap. Then, he took a deep 
breath, and opened the mirror. 


Oh. He knew that face. 
It was the Pythia’s. 


Although he’d known he changed during his time with the Deathlings, it seemed his worries 
had been unfounded. Sure, there was a pink scar that ran through his eyebrow, and sure his 
hair was far longer than he’d ever had it at the palace, but it was still the Pythia. His cheeks 
were slightly thinner, and the dark circles under his eyes seemed heavier than before, but the 
eyes themselves were the same as well. 


Dark brown. Slightly bloodshot from poor sleep. Empty. 


Empty. 


He stared at the man in the reflection, and waited to see something flicker through those eyes. 
Worry, anger, frustration, exhaustion- 


Nothing. The longer he looked into the Pythia’s eyes, the more hollow they seemed. 


Nausea began to crawl up his throat. He brought his free hand up to his face, and watched the 
reflection do the same. When he pinched the skin of his cheek, the Pythia in the mirror did 
the same, but it felt... wrong. 


He brought his hand up to the scar in his eyebrow, using his finger to push back the hair to 
view it in full. The mirror did the same, but even though the scar looked exactly like how it 
felt against his fingertip, it was off in a way he couldn’t describe. 


Dropping his hand from his face, he frowned at the reflection staring back at him. 


The Pythia did the same. 


His bird’s singing got louder. As it echoed in his ears, he met the empty eyes he always tried 
to avoid whenever he saw his reflection at the palace, and a memory flashed through his 
mind. 


It was weird getting used to the blindfold. 


He stared at himself in the mirror, face mostly hidden by the white silk tied behind his head. 
With this thing on, he wasnt even sure if he’d recognize himself in a crowd. 


That was the point though. The Pythia told him that. 


Well, former Pythia he should say. He was the Pythia now. Him. The Pythia. That was the 
only thing he would be called for the rest of his life. 


His eyes burned at the reminder, but he forced the tears down. This was his purpose. He had 
to remember that. 


The blindfolded boy in the mirror was the Pythia. Untying the silk, he let it fall to the counter. 
Staring into his bloodshot eyes, he whispered to himself that even without it on, even when he 
looked like himself again, he was the Pythia now. The sooner he accepted it, the easier it 
would be. That’s what she always said. 


It seemed like he succeeded in accepting that, because the only thing he could think of as he 
stared at his face was that it belonged to the Pythia. Not him. Not Wi- 


He wasn’t Wilbur. He’d given Wilbur up ten years ago. Wilbur was a lost memory. A name 
that Tommy kept calling him out of misguided hope, but he wasn’t in there anymore. He 
wasn’t supposed to be in there. 


The brown eyes staring back at him were too empty to be Wilbur’s. 


The vision he got was proof that he was still the Pythia. So it should’ve been a relief to see 
his reflection and only see that staring back at him. 


It wasn’t. It was the furthest thing from relief he could think of. 


His ears began to ring as he snapped the mirror shut and threw it across the room as hard as 
he could. Despite the fact that he was gulping in air like a drowning man, none of it seemed 
to be reaching his lungs. 


He needed to get out. He needed to not be alone in his head right now. He needed- 
Fuck. He knew what he needed. 


Tommy was busy with Techno, so that left only one other person in the temple he could go 
to. 


He struggled to tie the blindfold around his head because of how badly his hands were 
shaking, but as soon as he secured the knot, he stumbled out of his room and down the 
corridor. Even though his vision was spinning, he found the door covered in flowers, and 
knocked several times before forcing himself to take a step back. 


A beat passed. Then another. His heart pounded in his ears as he wondered if he was going to 
have to go to the tattoo parlor to find her. 


But then, 
“Who is it?” 


“Um, it’s-” he flinched, leaning his forehead against the door. “Niki, can you let me in? 
Please?” 


Another silence. 


Fuck. What if she didn’t let him in? Then he’d have to find Tommy, which wouldn’t be too 
bad except he was with Techno, and he really didn’t want Techno to see him like this- 


Suddenly, the door swung open. 


Niki didn’t open the door wide enough for him to walk in. She stood in the doorway, her eyes 
narrowed as she looked him up and down. 


““What’s-” 


“I know we haven’t properly talked in a while,” he blurted out before she could start, “and I 
know shit’s weird with us because of, you know, Tommy and Jack. I get that and if you 
wanna tell me to fuck off you can. But I- I need something, and you’re one of the only people 
who can help me right now.” 


His head was still spinning. He tried not to picture the Pythia’s face as he spoke to Niki but 
he couldn’t help it. It only made the spinning worse. 


For a few moments, Niki only stared at him. Her brows furrowed as she took in his shaky 
breathing and trembling hands. 


“Okay,” Niki finally whispered, opening her door wider to let him in. “Let’s- yeah, okay. 
Come in.” 


He followed Niki inside, and felt the iron band loosen the tiniest bit as he took in the painted 
flowers growing along her walls. It’d been so long since he’d been in her room, but for some 
reason, it was comforting in the way he expected it would be if he’d been in there a million 
times before. 


Niki sat down on the edge of her bed, an open sketchbook sitting next to her. She patted the 
open spot on her other side, giving him an expectant look. 


Taking a shaky breath, he sat down beside her and pulled his knees up to his chest. 


“I’m sorry for doing this-” 


“It’s okay, we can talk about it later,” Niki said, her voice soft. “Just tell me what’s going on 
right now. What do you need from me?” 


Clenching his jaw, he thought back to the emptiness in the eyes he saw reflected in the mirror. 
His bird was letting out loud warning chirps now, urging him to spit it out despite every cell 
in his body telling him not to do this. 


Squeezing his eyes shut, he shook his head. Don’t think about it too hard. Just jump right in. 


“Remember how I told you the name I used to have? The one I gave up before I became the 
Pythia?” He asked, keeping his eyes on the ground. 


“Yes,” Niki said. “Of course I remember that.” 


“Can you-” he hesitated, and winced when his bird let out a shriek. “Can you use that name 
for me? Right now?” 


Niki was silent for a moment. He wanted to look up to see what she was thinking, but found 
his eyes locked on the floor as all the thoughts and feelings inside of him turned into a 
maelstrom. 


Then, 
“Are you okay, Wilbur?” 


Just like the first time she said it, her voice wrapped around the name like it was something 
precious. And as soon as the name echoed in his ears, the storm raging in his head began to 
quiet. 


“Just- keep saying it,” he whispered. “Please.” 


“Okay,” she said, and he saw movement out of his peripheral vision as she moved to sit in 
front of him. “You need to breathe, Wilbur. You look like you’re about to hyperventilate.” 


He tried to suck in another breath, and found it was much easier than the last breath he took. 
“Wilbur,” Niki then said, a more insistent edge to her voice. “Look at me, Wilbur.” 


He could pretend to be Wilbur all he wanted, but when he looked in that mirror, all he saw 
was the Pythia. And that was the way things were supposed to be. He shouldn’t be seeing 
anyone else in that reflection. 


Lifting his head, he and Niki locked eyes through the blindfold. 
“Breathe,” she told him. 


And Wilbur took a breath. Then another. And another. 


His pounding heart began to slow. As the seconds ticked on, the iron band around his chest 
faded away, and Wilbur slumped over as he let the cacophony in his mind go quiet. 


After several minutes of this, Niki spoke up again. 
“You okay, Wilbur?” 


Nodding, Wilbur looked up again and tried to smile, but he had a feeling it came off as more 
of a grimace instead. 


“Better now,” he answered honestly. “I’m sorry for barging in here out of the blue. 
Everything was just kind of....” 


He trailed off, but Niki nodded in understanding. 
“Too much?” She offered. 
Wilbur nodded again. “Yeah. Too much.” 


Niki gave him a small smile before she moved to sit next to him again. Without thinking, he 
leaned into her side so their shoulders were touching, and she didn’t say anything as she 
looped her arm through his. The cool metal of her arms seeped through his sweater, but it 
didn’t send any shivers down his spine. Instead, the cold was soothing. 


Another minute ticked by. Niki reached for the sketchbook on her right. 


Wilbur watched as she placed it on her lap, using the arm looped through his to hold it steady 
while she picked up her discarded pencil with the other. She flipped the sketchbook to a 
blank page, and began to sketch out some circular shapes. 


“What are you drawing?” Wilbur asked, leaning over to get a better look. 


“I don’t know yet,” Niki said, sketching curved lines in light swoops. “Do you wanna give 
me ideas?” 


He thought back to his conversations with Tommy and Phil earlier that day about tattoos, and 
winced. 


“Tommy thinks I should get a tattoo,” he told her, glancing at the wall. “I tried reminding him 
of the rules I have to follow, but I’ve broken so many of them anyway he thinks it doesn’t 
matter.” 


Niki’s lips twisted at Tommy’s name. “Well, we all know he’s not one to follow rules,” she 
muttered. 


Wilbur winced. “Sorry. I won’t bring him up again.” 


“T think that’s for the best,” Niki huffed, the lines of the circles she drew getting darker as she 
traced over them again and again. “Do you think it matters though?” 


“What?” 


“The rule about not getting tattoos. Do you think it matters if you’ve already broken other 
rules?” Niki asked, keeping her eyes fixed on the paper. 


Tommy said the rule didn’t matter, while Phil argued that the rule didn’t make sense. The 
Pythia was supposed to say that of course it still mattered regardless of if it made sense or 
not, because it was Clara’s Will and it was his duty to follow Her no matter what. 


“I don’t know,” Wilbur murmured instead. 


Niki paused her sketching to glance up at his face again. “What if I sketched a tattoo for 
you?” 


A pang shot through his chest at that. He wasn’t sure if it was because he was horrified by the 
offer, or excited about it. 


“I don’t- I’m not sure-” 


“You don’t have to get it,” Niki reassured him. “It might just be nice to get an idea of what it 
could be like if you did get one.” 


Wilbur considered this for a moment. Although he’d never considered the idea of getting a 
tattoo himself, he thought back to the mirror, and he thought back to what Phil had said. 


”Your body is yours to make how you want it.” 


His body wasn’t his. It never was his to begin with. But if he could pretend the name Wilbur 
was still his, maybe he could continue pretending. Just for a while. 


He wouldn’t get the tattoo. But he was interested to see what it could look like. 


“I... I liked those drawings of birds you showed me before,” Wilbur admitted, looking at her 
sketchbook again. 


Niki raised her eyebrows. “Yeah?” Wilbur nodded, and her smile returned. “I think I have an 
idea then. Do you want to give me any other specifics? Like size or location?” 


Wilbur shook his head. If he thought about it too much, he would backtrack and tell Niki to 
forget the idea entirely. 


“T trust you,” he said instead. 


Niki’s smile widened. “Give me a week or so and I’Il bring you some concepts. How does 
that sound?” 


“I think I like that,” Wilbur told her. 


And although there were still so many things hanging in the air between them, it felt like a 
silent agreement was made right then and there. That for the time being, they could sit 


between the false flowers painted on Niki’s walls, and not acknowledge the dark clouds 
brewing in the distance. That for right now, they could act like it was still that day Tommy 
and Jack went on the supply run—when Niki took him to her room and he told her about the 
name that both was and wasn’t his at the same time. Before everything went to shit. 


o> 
That evening, Wilbur waited in his room for Tommy to come back. 


After leaving Niki’s room and going back to his own, he stretched out across his bed. He took 
off the blindfold and pressed the heels of his palms into his eyes until stars burst across the 
black, and he let the vision play out in his head once again. 


It was a disjointed mess of colors and terror and running—it didn’t make any more sense to 
him than it had that morning. There was only one thing in it he was certain about, and it was 
that something bad was going to happen to Tommy. 


The mirror landed on the floor across from his bed after he threw it. Although he didn’t pick 
it up again, he stared at it. He stared at the way the lights in his room reflected off the silver 
surface, wondering if his throw had been enough to crack the glass inside. 


He didn’t want to open it to find out. 


Wilbur found himself turning over the same choice in his head that had been tormenting him 
since the moment he woke up. Whether he should tell Tommy about the vision or not. 


But as he remembered how empty his own eyes had been in that mirror, as he thought back to 
what Phil had said to him, as he thought back to Niki’s offer to design a tattoo for him- 


The decision solidified itself in his mind before he could second-guess himself anymore. 
For the time being, he was going to pretend. Pretend that his eyes weren’t empty, and that 
there was more to him than the visions that appeared in his dreams. Pretend that he wasn’t a 
facsimile of a human destined to be little more than a mouthpiece for the divine. 

And if Clara wanted to tell him to stop pretending, She could tell him Herself. 

There was a faint creak as Tommy pulled open the door to his own room. 

“Tommy?” He called through their shared door. “That you?” 

“Yeah!” Tommy’s muffled voice responded. 


“Can I come in?” 


There was a pause. Probably because Wilbur almost never went into Tommy’s room. It was 
always Tommy coming to him. 


Wilbur took a breath to steady himself. 


“Sure. Door’s unlocked.” 
Nodding to himself, Wilbur pushed open the door and made his way into Tommy’s room. 


The multi-colored clouds painted along the walls nearly glowed in the flickering electric 
light. The painted stars shimmered above his head, and Wilbur stared at them for a moment 
before letting his gaze trail down to his best friend. 


Tommy glanced up when Wilbur came in, kneeling in front of his dresser as he tossed the 
sweatshirt he’d been wearing for most of the day into the corner. He grinned when he saw 
Wilbur, but his smile quickly disappeared at the look on his face. 


“Wil?” Tommy asked, already standing up. “What’s wrong?” 
Blue eyes bright with terror- 


Instead of answering, Wilbur pulled Tommy into a hug. Tommy tensed in surprise, but 
quickly relaxed into it, wrapping his arms around Wilbur’s back as Wilbur rested his chin on 
top of his head. 


Tommy was okay. He was here and he was safe and nothing had happened. 
Not yet at least. 


“Look man, while I’m all for random hugs I can tell something’s fucking with your head,” 
Tommy said, his voice muffled from his face being buried in Wilbur’s shoulder. 


When Wilbur didn’t say anything, Tommy shifted in his grip. He tried to pull away from the 
hug, but Wilbur wouldn’t let go, and Tommy sighed as he readjusted to rest his chin on top of 
Wilbur’s shoulder. 


“You’re so damn clingy, Wil. Like an octopus. If you were an animal you’d definitely be one 
of those long, boneless fuckers-” 


“Tommy.” 
Tommy fell silent, and Wilbur forced himself to take another breath. 
“I had a vision.” 


The words came easier than he expected them to. All it took was one exhale. One moment of 
letting go for the weight to finally fall off his shoulders. 


Immediately, Tommy tensed. 


“Fuck, wait-” Instead of pulling away from the hug, his grip around Wilbur’s shoulders 
tightened. “Don’t- no, we can work this out, okay? You don’t have to leave. We can-” his 
breathing hitched, and Wilbur’s eyes widened when he realized what Tommy thought his 
vision was about. 


“It’s not about me leaving!” Wilbur quickly said, pulling back so he could meet Tommy’s 
eyes. 


Tommy froze. There was a beat of silence as he processed what Wilbur said. Then, 


“You fucking bitch!” Tommy exclaimed, shoving him back. “You couldn’t have fucking led 
with that? You scared the shit out of me!” 


Wilbur stumbled back, his heart pounding. “I’m sorry, you're right, I should’ve led with that 
but-” he shook his head, air rattling in his lungs once again. “It’s not good. It’s not good at 
all.” 


For a moment, Tommy stared at him as his own breathing slowed. The spike of anger in his 
eyes faded as quickly as it appeared, something much more worried taking its place. 


“What’s gonna happen?” Tommy asked, wrapping his arms around himself. 
Wilbur squeezed his eyes shut, flinching when the vision played out again in his memories. 


“I don’t- I don’t know exactly,” he admitted in a small voice. “I’m supposed to be able to 
interpret the visions. That’s my entire purpose. But I- I can’t tell what’s happening and it’s all 
so mixed up in my head.” He sucked in a sharp breath. “It’s infurirating. I’m failing at the 
one fucking thing I’m meant to do and it just-” 


Suddenly, hands were wrapping around his own—one metal and one not. Tommy squeezed 
his fingers hard enough to make him flinch, and when he opened his eyes again, he found 
Tommy staring right at the blindfold. 


His skin began to buzz again. In a way, it was almost comforting. 


“You’re receiving visions of the future from a fucking goddess, Wilbur. It’s bound to not 
make a ton of sense sometimes,” Tommy reassured him. “Just tell me what you saw and we 
can figure this shit out, okay?” 


Nodding, Wilbur squeezed Tommy’s hands back as he tried to figure out how to explain the 
vision. 


“We were running,” he said, the footsteps echoing in his ears again. “I think we were being 
chased by cops? Not entirely sure, but someone was chasing us. And then you-” he winced. 
“You were behind me. And you shouted so I reached back to grab you, and when I turned 
around you just looked terrified.” 


“And?” Tommy pushed. 
“That’s it,” Wilbur said, shaking his head. “It cut off right when I saw your face.” 


And there it was. He’d told Tommy about his vision. His choice had been made. The damage 
was done. 


Frowning, Tommy nodded to himself before looking up at Wilbur again. “Well that’s vague 
as shit.” 


Wilbur winced. “I know. Usually things are at least a bit clearer and I can guess, like, a 

location or something. But no matter how many times I look back at it, it’s the same thing.” 
The engravings in Tommy’s prosthetic dug into his skin again, and he focused on that as he 
tried to get his head straight. “All I know is that we’re going to be chased, and something bad 
will happen to you because of it.” 


Tommy considered this for a moment. Suddenly, his eyes went wide. 
“Wait, aren’t you not supposed to tell me about your visions?” 


Squeezing Tommy’s hands again, Wilbur didn’t respond. Slowly, realization dawned over 
Tommy’s face. 


“Oh.” 


For a moment, he only stared at Wilbur. Then, it was Tommy’s turn to pull him into a hug, 
and Wilbur crumpled the moment Tommy’s arms wrapped around his back. 


“Thanks,” Tommy murmured, his hair tickling Wilbur’s jaw. 


Hunching over, Wilbur buried his face in Tommy’s shoulder, the buzz humming under his 

skin getting louder by the second. It drowned out the anxiety turning his insides into knots, 
and he sank into the noise, because Tommy knew now. He knew, and just like that another 
piece of the tenets that had bound him for so long clattered to the ground. 


“We’re going to stop it,” Wilbur finally said, having to nearly force the words out. “Nothing 
will happen to you, okay?” 


“Nothing will happen,” Tommy repeated. “It'll be fine. We got this.” 
Wilbur couldn’t tell if Tommy believed his own words or not. 
“We got this,” Wilbur echoed. 


He didn’t know if he believed himself either. 
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Chapter Summary 


Wilbur has to wait for the future to come his way. 
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Every day felt like a ticking time bomb with the vision sitting in the back of the Pythia’s 
head. 


Each morning the Pythia would wake up wondering if this was going to be the day. Each 
morning Wilbur would ask Tommy if he had any plans to leave the temple, and Tommy 
would reassure him he didn’t. Each morning the invisible timer would get a little lower, and 
he would curse himself for not being able to read it. 


The Pythia was surprised at how easily Tommy agreed to not telling anyone else about the 
vision. Although he knew that a vision like that was the kind of thing Phil and Techno would 
definitely want to know about, telling Phil and Techno meant breaking the sanctity of his 
visions two more times. 


Niki had asked him if he thought breaking a rule mattered even if he’d already broken other 
rules. The conversation had been about tattoos, but it applied to the visions as well. If he told 
Tommy, did it matter if he also told Phil and Techno? 


It shouldn’t have mattered. He wished it didn’t matter. 
But it did. To him. 


In the end, the vision stayed between him and Tommy. When it came to trying to prevent the 
vision, the idea was that since the vision happened outside the temple, all they had to do was 


not leave the temple. And that wasn’t exactly challenging given the fact that Tommy still 
wasn’t allowed to leave the temple whatsoever. 


Even still, as the days continued to pass, the dread settling itself on the Pythia’s shoulders got 
heavier and heavier. The timer was still ticking down. 


One morning, Tommy woke the Pythia up by telling him that Techno gave him the day off. 
While this in itself wasn’t unusual—Tommy usually had at least two days a week off from his 
intensive chore schedule—the only reason Techno gave Tommy for this reprieve was that he 
had ‘things’ to prepare. When Tommy pushed him, Techno just told him he would find out 
what was going on soon. 


As puzzling (and troubling) as that was, either way, the Pythia still had his own chores to 
attend to. So after breakfast the two made their way down the corridor to the bathhouse, a bag 
of dirty clothes thrown over the Pythia’s shoulder. 


Distracted by the heavy bag bouncing against the back of his legs and the sound of rushing 
water growing louder in the distance, the Pythia didn’t notice the figure walking towards 
them until he almost walked right into him. 


“Tubbo?” Tommy called out, freezing midstep. 


The Pythia stopped walking at the same time as Tommy. The silhouette of Tubbo stood still 
as well, and for a moment, the three could only stare at each other. 


Yellow light reflected off the walls from Tubbo’s cybernetic eye. The Pythia’s arms were 
already growing sore from carrying the laundry bag this far. 


“Uh, hey,” Tubbo said after a beat, taking a few steps closer to them. “You guys doing 
laundry?” 


“Yup,” Tommy answered, his tone clipped. “You don’t need the bathhouse right now, do 
you?” 


Tubbo shook his head. “Nah, I’m fine. Just finished up there actually,” he said, pointing to 
the wet hair sticking to his forehead. 


From the corner of his eye, the Pythia could see Tommy shifting his weight from foot to foot. 
It seemed like he couldn’t figure out why Tubbo was still standing in front of them instead of 
just walking by. 


The Pythia expected Tommy to nod and keep moving. End the conversation before it could 
start. After all, although the two of them shared a few words when they were assigned to the 
same chores, their last proper attempt at a conversation had been when Tommy told Tubbo to 
fuck off the morning after the incident with Jack. Not exactly a good note to leave things on. 


To his surprise though, Tommy held his ground. Tubbo did the same, and after a few more 
moments, the Pythia lowered the laundry bag to the ground to give his arms a break. Neither 
Tommy or Tubbo seemed to notice this. 


“So, uh, how have you been?” Tubbo finally asked, folding his arms over his chest. “I feel 
like I barely see you these days.” 


“That’s because Techno’s always making me scrub floors or some shit,” Tommy huffed, also 
folding his arms over his chest in a perfect mirror to Tubbo. “I’m so glad one of my hands is 
made of metal, or else I’d be fucking covered in blisters.” 


Tubbo snorted. “Shouldn’t have snuck out then.” 
At this, Tommy frowned. “Forgot Phil told you all about that.” 


“He straight up warned us not to accept any bribes from you to let you out if we were on door 
duty.” 


“Of course he did,” Tommy muttered, shaking his head. “But, uh, yeah. That’s where I’ve 
been. Cleaning mostly.” 


Tubbo nodded, his eyes flickering to the laundry bag sitting by the Pythia’s feet. “And now 
you have laundry duty but you won’t even carry the bag yourself.” 


Tommy scoffed. “Actually, Z have the day off. He’s on laundry duty,” he explained, gesturing 
to the Pythia. “I’m just keeping him company because I’m so kind and generous and amazing 
like that.” 


Clearly, Tommy expected Tubbo to laugh at this. Instead he blinked and looked at the Pythia 
in surprise. “Huh. Didn’t think Techno would be down for prison labor.” 


The Pythia huffed. “I wouldn’t really call it that. I’m fine with doing some laundry.” 


“You're literally our kidnapping victim. You doing chores is basically the definition of prison 
labor,” Tubbo pointed out. “Not that I have a huge problem with that but, like, it’s a little 
fucked up, y'know?” 


Oh. Tubbo didn’t know. 


While the Pythia figured that Phil and Techno didn’t tell the others about the fact that he was 
with Tommy the night he snuck out, he’d still assumed that at some point or another, one of 
them had explained that he wasn’t being kept here against his will anymore. 


But it seemed like that wasn’t the case at all. 


There was a choice laid out in front of the Pythia. He could stay quiet and let Tubbo continue 
to think he was being kept prisoner here, and Tommy would (probably) do the same. If he did 
that, that meant Tubbo would think he was going to run back to the palace as soon as he got 
the chance. That he was the pious Pythia and nothing more. 


Or he could say something. Let Tubbo know that the situation was different now. 


He wanted to say he was different. That he wasn’t the same person he’d been when he was 
first brought to the temple. But then he thought back to his reflection in the mirror Phil had 
given him, and nausea crawled up the back of his throat. Because his eyes were still empty. 
His face was still the Pythia’s. 


And yet, he was still with the Deathlings. 


“Am I really a kidnapping victim if I’m choosing to stick around?” Wilbur asked before he 
could second guess himself. 


Tommy snapped his head towards him, the faint light of the corridor glinting off his wide- 
eyed stare. Wilbur kept his gaze focused on Tubbo though, heart pounding as he tried to 
gauge his reaction. 


For a moment, Tubbo stared at him like he didn’t understand what he said. Then, 
“What the fuck do you mean you’re ‘choosing to stick around?’” Tubbo asked. 


And that was where the Pythia fell silent. It wouldn’t do anyone any good for the rest of the 
Deathlings to find out about Tommy’s night market test, but how else was he supposed to 
explain it? 


Thankfully, Tommy seemed to get over his shock fast enough to jump back into the 
conversation. 


“There was an incident a while back at Q’s bar,” Tommy explained. “It’s a whole thing to get 
into, but basically I left him with Charlie and then Charlie left him alone and he could’ve 
escaped if he wanted, but he didn’t. So, uh, yeah. He’s staying here because he wants to.” 


Tubbo’s eyes widened. “He could’ve fucking left?!” 


“He didn’t though,” Tommy snapped, taking a step towards Tubbo. “Since then there’s been 
some more shit and he could’ ve left, like, several times over if he wanted. But he didn’t. 
Because he’s not a threat to our safety like you always said he was.” 


Both Tubbo and the Pythia flinched at the reminder. 


“Look,” Tubbo then said, straightening up to meet Tommy’s eyes. “I’m not gonna apologize 
for what I said before. At the time, he was a threat to us, and I wanted to make sure he wasn’t 
going to get us all killed.” 


“He wasn’t a threat to us then, and he’s not a threat to us now,” Tommy pushed, glaring at 
Tubbo. 


Tubbo glanced at the Pythia again, looking him up and down before sighing. “I guess he’s 
not? I dunno. I’m still fucking reeling a bit over the fact that he’s had the chance to leave 
several times and you didn’t tell anyone.” 


He paused then, his eyes properly meeting the Pythia’s blindfold. 


The Pythia never told Tommy about the conversation he had with Tubbo the day they went to 
the night market. He wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t like he was trying to hide it from Tommy. But 
at the time, he’d been so distracted by everything else going on with his and Tommy’s 
argument and then the choice to stay that it just... slipped his mind. 


Tommy didn’t know that Tubbo asked if he was alright after Jack had pushed him. He didn’t 
know that Tubbo thanked the Pythia for getting in between that fight and stopping it before it 
could escalate. And he didn’t know that Tubbo asked the Pythia to make sure Tommy 
wouldn’t get himself killed. 


The two locked eyes behind the Pythia’s blindfold, and although they were both silent, he 
could practically see the shift in Tubbo’s face. 


“But,” Tubbo continued after a beat, blinking as he looked away, “given the fact that we’re 
all still here and this place hasn’t been raided by cops yet, then... I guess you’re right. He’s 
not a threat to us anymore.” 


Although Tommy seemed to care about Tubbo’s opinion on the Pythia far more than the 
Pythia himself did, he couldn’t ignore the relief that rushed through him at that. 


“Uh, well, good,” Tommy stammered, looking as if he hadn’t expected Tubbo to agree. 
“Though you’re still a bitch for not apologizing.” 


Tubbo rolled his eyes at this. “I’m a bitch for a lot of things according to you.” 


“Well, that’s because you’re a bitchy person, Tubbo,” Tommy huffed, any sign of genuine 
anger fading from his voice. “Remember when you used to be nice? What happened to him? 
What happened to my sweet little bee boy?” 


“T’ve had to put up with you for five goddamn years,” Tubbo shot back, his face splitting into 
a grin. “Sweet little bee boy got sick of your bullshit.” 


Despite how harsh the words were, Tommy was matching Tubbo’s grin now, and the Pythia 
suddenly felt like an outsider to whatever this... conversation? Whatever this conversation 
was. 


“Oh fuck off, dickhead,” Tommy scoffed. 
“You fuck off!” 
“No, you!” 


“No-” Tubbo cut himself off with a groan, burying his face in his hands as he struggled not to 
laugh. “You’re insufferable, Tommy Innit.” 


Tommy beamed. “It’s called having a magnetic personality, Tubbo.” 


Snorting, Tubbo asked, “Do you wanna sit with me, Ranboo, and Aimsey at dinner tonight?” 


The smile fell from Tommy’s face as he glanced back at the Pythia. Tubbo followed his gaze, 
his eyes widening as he quickly added, “He can come too, obviously.” 


Tommy raised an eyebrow, the silent question clear as day. 
Are you okay with that? 


The Pythia considered it for a moment. While he wouldn’t say he was comfortable around 
Tubbo after everything, he outright admitted that he no longer saw the Pythia as a threat. And 
things had been less tense between them since their conversation about Tommy. 


The deciding factor had nothing to do with the Pythia himself though. When he looked back 
at Tommy, he saw the way he was bouncing on his heels, struggling to hide the hopeful 
glances he kept shooting Tubbo’s way. 


All it took was a slight shift in his expression for Tommy to get the message. His face lit up, 
but he quickly tried to hide it as he turned back to Tubbo. 


“Sure, well sit with you guys for a bit,” Tommy said, shoving his hands in his pockets. 
Tubbo’s grin softened, and he gave them both a small nod. “Cool. See you guys later then.” 


With that, Tubbo stepped around the two of them to make his way down the rest of the 
corridor. Both he and Tommy waited for the sound of Tubbo’s footsteps to fade out before 
they resumed walking, although this time, Tommy picked up the laundry bag before the 
Pythia could even reach for it. 


Neither one said anything about the conversation once they got to the bathhouse. But he 
didn’t miss the way Tommy ended up washing half of the laundry load himself, nor did he 
miss the way Tommy brushed him off when he thanked him for the help. Even though he 
didn’t say it out loud, again, the Pythia knew how to read Tommy without words. 


You’re welcome, Wilbur thought to himself as Tommy took another t-shirt from the bag 
before he could reach for it. 


And despite the fact that they were washing the clothes in total darkness, he could practically 
feel Tommy’s smile in response. 


sse 


That evening, the cafeteria was buzzing with energy as the Pythia followed Tommy to the 
side of the room they hadn’t sat in for months. 


Conversation was alive and well tonight it seemed. Niki and Jack sat with Sam and Ponk, and 
Jack’s face was bright red as he laughed at whatever joke Ponk just told. Niki looked like she 
was having a good time as well, giggling along with Jack and sharing friendly smiles with 
Sam—even though all of Sam’s focus seemed centered on Ponk. 


Similarly, Tubbo, Ranboo, and Aimsey seemed to be entrenched by whatever conversation 
they were having. Tubbo’s hands were moving all over the place as he spoke, although it was 


clear he wasn’t signing, just gesturing. He was very passionate about the topic at hand, which 
as they got closer the Pythia realized was... nukes? 


“I’m just saying, I think a nuclear war wouldn’t be all that bad,” was the first thing the Pythia 
heard Tubbo say as soon as they were in earshot. 


Ranboo frowned. “Nuclear war would literally wipe out the human race.” 


“We live in a concrete box miles underground. I think we could pull through,” Tubbo 
insisted. 


“We’d run out of food and water in, like, a week,” Aimsey pointed out, their brows furrowed. 


“Which is why I keep saying we should stockpile that shit!” Tubbo exclaimed. “We gotta be 
prepared for the worst, and given all the shit that’s going on at the borders right now, I 
wouldn’t be surprised if-” 


“Tommy?” Ranboo questioned, cutting Tubbo off as they approached the group. 


“Hello boys!” Tommy greeted, giving Ranboo and Aimsey a sharp nod as he sat down on the 
edge of the rug. Balancing the tray in his hands, the Pythia followed suit. “We talkin’ 
politics?” 


“Ugh, fuck that,” Tubbo scoffed, shaking his head. “I’m talking about nuclear war. D’you 
reckon we’d survive down here if nukes went off?” 


“T have no fucking clue. You know more about that shit than I do,” Tommy said, tearing his 
bread roll in half before taking a bite. “Like, hypothetically speaking though, I think even if 
this place didn’t get blown up, I wouldn’t wanna try and survive in a world like that. It’d suck 
ass, y know?” 


“So what, you’d suggest a group suicide?” Tubbo shot back, snorting as he took a bite of his 
own food. 


As soon as the words left his mouth, he stiffened. Ranboo and Aimsey’s eyes went wide, the 
two giving Tommy identical side-eyes as Tommy clenched his jaw. 


Thankfully, Jack and Niki were too far away to hear their conversation. But even still, the 
Pythia found himself watching the two out of the corner of his eye, just to make sure. 


Jack was telling a story, with Niki interjecting every few words to add in her own side. Sam 
and Ponk nodded along, oblivious to the stares directed their way. 


Letting out a breath, the Pythia focused back on Tubbo, Ranboo, Aimsey, and Tommy. 
“Uh, sorry,” Tubbo muttered. “Didn’t mean it like that.” 
For a moment, Tommy stared at his tray in silence. 


Then, 


“Damn, you try to commit double suicide one time and no one lets you live it down,” Tommy 
joked, although his light tone was forced. “It’s fine. I know what you meant.” 


Another beat. 


“Either way, I think a group suicide is a coward’s way out,” Tubbo then said, deciding to 
continue on despite the awkwardness. “You’re telling me you wouldn’t wanna watch society 
crumble to bits before your very eyes? Wouldn’t wanna wait and see how long it takes people 
to lose their shit and start eating each other?” 


“I don’t think it’d be very fun to watch that go down,” Aimsey said, absently tapping the side 
of their leg. 


Tubbo gave Aimsey a look. “Well obviously you wouldn’t have the stomach for that.” He 
turned to Ranboo and raised an eyebrow. “What about you?” 


“I mean, I’d wanna see that happen, but also I think it would only take, like, a day,” Ranboo 
shrugged. “I feel like there are a lot of people who would kinda jump at the opportunity to 
just start maiming. And once you see someone bite another person’s ear off, you don’t need 
to see it again or else it just gets repetitive. So I’d be down for the group suicide pact by day 
two.” 


“I can respect that.” Tubbo’s eyes then flickered over to him. “Pythia, what about you?” 
Suppressing a flinch at the Pythia, he thought over Tubbo’s question. 


“Uh, I don’t really have a desire to watch people maim each other. So I think I’m with 
Tommy on this one,” he said before spooning some vegetable broth into his mouth. 


Tubbo raised his eyebrows. “Oh. And here I thought you’d say you’d have to wait to see if 
Clara sends you a vision telling you if it gets better or not.” 


This time, he wasn’t able to suppress his flinch. Because he hadn’t even thought about Clara 
when giving his answer. Of course, it was a ridiculous question, so he didn’t take it very 
seriously. But still, the Pythia should’ve at least considered the role Clara would play in his 
choice. He didn’t though. And for some reason, Wilbur couldn’t bring himself to believe that 
was a bad thing. 


“Tubbo,” Tommy cut in, the warning clear in his voice. 


“Sorry, bad topic, I get it,” Tubbo said, holding his hands up in mock surrender. “Anyway, 
speaking of shit going on outside, do you guys know where Phil and Techno are going 
tonight?” 


At this, Wilbur frowned. “Phil and Techno are going somewhere?” 


“Where the fuck are they going?” Tommy added, dropping the bread in his hands back onto 
the tray. 


“Uh, outside?” Ranboo said, looking unsure. “Techno told me he and Phil were going out 
after everyone finishes dinner, but didn’t say anything more than that.” 


That had to have been what Techno meant when he told Tommy he had ‘things’ to prepare 
that morning. However, that begged the question of why he and Phil were leaving in the first 
place. If it was a supply run, there’d be no need for all the cloak and dagger, so it had to be 
something more than that. But then what else could it be? 


Tommy seemed to be having a similar reaction. His brows were furrowed, his hands curling 
in and out of fists like he wasn’t sure what to do with them. 


“Do you know where they are now?” Tommy asked, tensing as he got ready to stand. 


Ranboo shook his head. “No, but I don’t think they’ ve left yet, so my guess is that they’d be 
in the adyton-” 


“Got it,” Tommy said, pushing his tray away as he jumped to his feet. The Pythia did the 
same, and despite the questioning looks he got from Tubbo, Ranboo, and Aimsey, Tommy 
didn’t blink twice as they made their way out of the cafeteria together. 


“I just don’t get it,” Tommy said as soon as they were out in the hallway. “Why wouldn’t 
Techno tell me they were going out? He always tells me that stuff!” 


“Maybe it has something to do with the night market?” The Pythia offered. “They didn’t want 
you trying to sneak out to follow them or something?” 


Scoffing, Tommy shook his head. “No that’s- Phil wouldn’t do that. Neither would Techno. 
They wouldn’t leave without telling me.” 


Even though he nodded along, the Pythia wasn’t sure if Tommy was right. His stunt at the 
night market had been a harsh blow to the trust Phil and Techno put in him—especially after 
the incident with Jack. Time had passed since then, but Tommy was still under punishment. 
Phil and Techno didn’t magically forget about what Tommy did, and the Pythia doubted they 
would anytime in the near future. 


But he didn’t say any of this to Tommy. Instead, he just brushed his shoulder against the 
other’s, and Tommy nudged him in return. 


They made their way back into the main chamber and up to the adyton. The Pythia’s chest 
squeezed remembering the conversation he’d had with Phil a few days earlier in there, but 
quickly pushed it out of his mind. The memory of Phil’s calming voice as he told Wilbur 
what he wanted mattered wasn’t what he needed to be focusing on right now. Tommy needed 
answers, and Wilbur wanted them too. That was the focus. 


“Phil!” Tommy called out as he slammed his hand against the door to the adyton. “Techno! 
Let me in!” 


He kept banging his fist against the door, over and over until- 


“Something better be fucking on fire,” Phil grumbled as he pulled open the door. 


Tommy dropped his hand, and before Phil could say anything, he was shoving his way inside. 
Meanwhile, the Pythia hovered in the doorway, giving Phil a worried look as Tommy 
stormed up to the desk at the front of the room. 


Sighing, Phil waved the Pythia inside as well. Then, he shut the door behind them. 


“Hello Tommy and the guy we kidnapped who just lives here now,” Techno deadpanned from 
where he was leaning back in Phil’s desk chair. “What can we do for you?” 


Taking a look around the office, the Pythia only then noticed what Phil and Techno were 
dressed in. It was similar attire to what Tommy had worn the day he’d gone out on his supply 
run—black cargo pants, black shirts, with Techno wearing a black jacket covered in pockets. 
Phil was wearing the same wrap around his shoulders he usually wore, but his shirt 
underneath was long-sleeved this time. Along with that, both of them had their hair tied back, 
with Techno wearing his in a bun, and Phil with a ponytail. 


But even if they hadn’t been so obviously dressed to leave the temple, the giant metal wings 
sitting on Phil’s desk would’ ve tipped him off all the same. 


“Ranboo said you’re going out,” Tommy said without any kind of preamble. 
Phil and Techno shared a look before nodding. 


“Yeah, we are,” Phil told him, walking around to lean against the side of the desk. “We have 
some things to take care of.” 


“Wh- Seriously? You’re going out when the city’s still a fucking shitstorm because of the 
protests?” Tommy asked, his voice cracking. “Why wouldn’t you tell me?” 


“We were gonna tell you,” Techno chimed in, straightening up in his chair. “We just wanted 
to wait till we were about to head out to let you guys know.” 


Tommy’s frown lessened at this. “...you were?” 


Phil nodded. “Obviously. We weren’t just gonna dip the fuck out without saying anything, 
unlike some people we know.” He gave the two of them a pointed look, and Tommy shrunk 
back while the Pythia folded his arms over his chest. 


“That wasn’t my idea. Just for the record,” the Pythia said. 
Techno snorted. “Yeah, we know.” 


“Don’t worry, mate. You actually consider the fact that doing stupid shit has risks, unlike my 
kid over here,” Phil reassured him, lightly batting Tommy’s arm. 


Instead of rising to the bait, Tommy took a step back as he curled in on himself. 
“What are you guys going out for?” He asked, his voice small. 


Phil and Techno were silent for a moment, and Tommy shrunk back even further. 


“So what, that’s it? You don’t fucking trust me anymore?” 
The Pythia moved closer to Tommy’s side, but Tommy didn’t even seem to notice. 


“It’s not that we don’t trust you,” Techno explained, tucking a strand that had come loose 
from his bun behind his ear. “It’s that we don’t know exactly what we’re walking into. We 
don’t wanna give you the wrong impression about what’s going on, so we’re waiting till we 
get more confirmation before we fill you in.” 


Tommy considered this for a moment, and uncurled himself slightly. “But you'll tell me 
after?” 


“We’ll tell you once we know for sure what we’re dealing with,” Phil told him, meeting 
Tommy’s eyes. 


Taking a shaky breath, Tommy nodded. “Okay. You better not be lying.” 
“T’m not,” Phil promised. 


Tommy stared at Phil for a moment, the tension slowly draining from his shoulders as the 
seconds ticked on. Then, Tommy stepped forward and wrapped his arms around him, and the 
Pythia moved back as he watched them hug. 


Even if Tommy was reassured by what Phil and Techno had said, the Pythia couldn’t say the 
same. Not because he was upset that they weren’t telling them what they were doing—he 
didn’t expect to be privy to that information either way—but there was still a tight ball of 
anxiety making itself known at the deepest point in his gut. A low-brewing fear that was 
sending spikes of nausea up his throat as the reality sunk in. 


“Hey, mate, you okay?” 


Blinking, the Pythia realized that Tommy had moved away from Phil to give Techno a half- 
hug where he was sitting in Phil’s chair. Meanwhile, Phil stepped closer to him, and was 
giving him a worried look. 


“Ts it dangerous?” He asked without thinking. 
Phil furrowed his brows. “Us going out?” 


He nodded, and Phil stared at him for a moment, his brows smoothing out as understanding 
flashed over his face. 


“I won’t lie to you. Anytime we leave the temple, we’re taking a risk. Especially considering 
our last public appearance was at the ball which got... quite a bit of attention,” Phil 
explained, folding his arms over his chest. “But we’re not pulling any stunts like that tonight. 
Nothing public. As long as no one spots us, we should be fine.” 


Despite Phil’s attempt at comfort, the anxiety twisting inside of him only got stronger. Dread 
pooled in the pit of his stomach like oil, and he clenched his jaw, wondering why he was 
getting so worked up about Phil and Techno going out. They’d done this plenty of times. 


Besides, it wasn’t like he was friends with either of them. Tommy was his friend, and Niki 
probably counted as a friend too, but that was it. Techno might not have been terrible to talk 
to that night he walked him back from Quackity’s bar, and Phil might’ve comforted him in 
the catacombs, but it was... different. 


“Just,” He struggled to find the right words. “Don’t die.” 
Phil snorted. “Bit ironic for the-” He hesitated. “For you to say that to a Deathling.” 


Wilbur gave Phil a half-hearted smile. “You could technically say I’m doing my job by 
telling you to not go to your goddess.” 


At this, Phil properly laughed. “Guess you are. And y’know what? I don’t plan on meeting 
Kristin tonight, so you don’t have to worry.” His smile faded as quickly as it came as he 
looked Wilbur up and down again. He held his arms up halfway, eyebrows raised to ask, “Do 
you...?” 


Without saying anything, Wilbur tipped forward, letting Phil envelope him in the hug. 
Although he could feel Tommy and Techno staring at them both, he let out a sigh of relief, 
sinking into Phil’s arms even though it did nothing to soothe the dread inside of him. 


He only let himself hold on for a few moments. Then, he stepped back, and Phil dropped his 
arms immediately. 


Behind Phil, Techno grunted as he pushed Tommy off of him before getting to his feet. He 
moved to stand beside Phil, while Tommy walked back to his place beside Wilbur. 


“It’s gonna be a real pain if we find out there was another murder attempt or somethin’ while 
we were gone,” Techno joked, folding his arms over his chest. “So don’t let Tommy do 
anything stupid until we get back.” 


“Hey!” Tommy exclaimed. 
Wilbur snorted. “I'll try my best, but you know how he is.” 
“Oh shut up, you’re not my fucking babysitter.” 


“I mean, he kinda is,” Phil teased, grinning as he glanced between them. “Not a good one 
though.” 


“You try keeping this stubborn child in line,” Wilbur protested, elbowing Tommy in the side 
for emphasis. 


“Ow!” Tommy snapped his head towards Wilbur, and scowled as he elbowed him back even 
harder. “I’m not a child, dickhead!” 


“You're a teenager, I’m in my twenties. I can call you a child if I want,” Wilbur shot back as 
he smacked Tommy’s arm away. 


“Yeah? Well then I can call you an ugly ass bitch, how does that sound?” 


“You already call me that.” 


“Because it’s true. You're an ugly bitch and that’s the real reason seeing your dumb face 
without that dumb blindfold isn’t allowed.” 


Phil pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “Tommy, don’t be a dick.” 
“He started it!” Tommy argued, elbowing Wilbur again. 


This time, when sharp pain echoed through his side, Wilbur whirled around and smacked his 
palm directly into Tommy’s forehead. Tommy yelped and grabbed his face, and Wilbur 
couldn’t even try to hold back his laugh. 


“Did you see that?!” Tommy said as he moved his hands away from his face—a bright red 
mark splashed across his forehead. “He just hit me!” 


Techno smirked. “You deserved it.” 


“I can’t believe this,” Tommy whined, jutting out his lower lip in an exaggerated pout. “You 
all hate me. I’m so tragically alone and unappreciated by everyone around me-” 


“Alright, if I listen to any more of this I’m gonna get a migraine,” Phil cut Tommy off, 
brushing past him and Wilbur as he grabbed the wings off his desk and headed to the door. 
“C’mon you two. We’re gonna head out, so get out of my office.” 


Wilbur pointedly ignored the glare Tommy sent his way, instead following Phil and Techno 
out of the adyton and back into the main chamber. Despite the brief moment of levity with 
Tommy, the dread was still as present as ever. With each step towards the door leading out of 
the temple, Wilbur couldn’t shove down the overwhelming sense that something was going to 
go horribly wrong tonight. 


His fear must’ve been written across his face, because as they walked Techno and Phil to the 
vault door, cool metal fingers wrapped around his own. Tommy gave him a small nod when 
he glanced over, and Wilbur squeezed his fingers in return. 


After one more round of goodbyes, Phil and Techno headed out, the vault door slamming 
shut behind them like the lid to a coffin. Tommy pressed a few buttons to lock the vault, and 
as soon as that was done, he stopped to stare blankly at the metal. 


A few moments passed. Tommy’s lungs hitched as he took another breath, and he winced as 
he waited for the glitch to pass. Then, he turned to look at Wilbur once more. 


“Q’s?” Tommy asked, glancing back at the door. 
Oh thank fuck. 


“Yes please,” Wilbur nodded. “I’m gonna go fucking crazy if we’re cooped up in here all 
night.” 


With that, Tommy took out his phone to message Quackity. 


About half an hour later—after Quackity had ensured the main part of his bar could run 
without him for a few hours and made sure no one had booked the VIP lounge for the 
evening—Tommy and the Pythia found themselves sipping on colorful drinks bathed in a dim 
orange glow. 


The drink Quackity had given him that night was less sweet than his usual fare. Dark pink 
liquid shimmered in the low lights, the taste of sour fruit mixing with smooth gin that 
should’ve been more than strong enough to get his mind off the worry twisting his insides. 


But despite how strong the drink was, the Pythia still had yet to feel a thing. His anxiety was 
as present as ever, and if anything, it was only growing worse by the minute. 


He hadn’t been expecting to be this worried about Phil and Techno. But for some reason, he 
couldn’t shove down the fear curling inside his chest, wrapping around his lungs and choking 
him from the inside out. He kept wondering what would happen if Phil and Techno ran into 
cops. Would they be able to hide? How many could they take in a fight? If they were 
recognized because of their appearance at the ball, there’d be no chance for them to escape. 
He was sure they both knew that, but even still, he couldn’t help but turn the worst case 
scenarios over and over again in his mind. 


“You’ve barely touched your drink.” 


Jolting out of his thoughts, the Pythia noticed Quackity raising an eyebrow at him, and 
glanced down to see the nearly full glass still sitting in front of him. 


“Oh. I thought I’d had more,” he muttered. 
“If you don’t like it that’s fine,” Quackity said, already reaching for it. “PI gladly take-” 


“It’s fine,” he interrupted, wrapping his hand around the glass before Quackity could take it. 
“T’m just distracted.” 


Quackity considered this for a moment, glancing between him and Tommy with a knowing 
glint in his eyes. 


“So both of you being in a weird mood definitely has nothing to do with the fact that Phil and 
Techno walked through here right before you called, I’m sure,” Quackity said, resting his 
elbows on the bar. 


Tommy, who was sipping on some bright blue concoction that was definitely closer to liquid 
sugar than a cocktail, huffed. “Do you know what they’re doing tonight?” 


Snorting, Quackity shook his head. “You think those two would tell me of all people what 
they’re up to? In case you forgot, I’m just the bartender.” 


The Pythia thought back to the conversation he and Quackity had the last time he’d been in 
this bar. “I think we both know that’s not true, Big Q.” 


The corners of Quackity’s lips turned up as he shifted to properly face the Pythia, resting his 
hands on the bar space between them. “Maybe you’re right, but that doesn’t change the fact 


that I’m not a Deathling. So either way, Phil and Techno didn’t tell me shit.” 
He turned the words over in his mind. Phil and Techno didn t tell me shit. 


“I’m sure you have other avenues of information besides them,” the Pythia pointed out, 
resting his elbows on the bar and leaning forward. “You’d be out of business if the only way 
you got information was from what people told you directly.” 


Beside him, he heard Tommy shift in his seat to listen to the conversation better. 
Meanwhile, Quackity’s smirk grew. “I suppose you know that better than most, Pythia.” 


This time, he didn’t flinch at the title. But even still, it felt like a barb being pushed under his 
skin at Quackity’s reminder that he could call him Wilbur if he wanted. The knowledge was 
there, sitting behind his eyes, but he was respecting what he’d said the first time he saw 
Quackity after Tommy found out his name. His demand for Quackity to only use his title, and 
nothing else. 


“You know something,” he said instead of acknowledging the stormcloud hanging between 
them. 


“T might,” Quackity told him, leaning closer. “Quid pro quo. I give you this, you have to give 
me something in return.” 


“Tf you ask him for a kiss I’m gonna punch you in the fucking face,” Tommy jumped in, his 
eyes narrowed. 


At this, Quackity tilted his head back and laughed. “That’s not what I was going to ask for, 
but good to know.” He focused back on the Pythia and raised an eyebrow. “We’ll make it 
easy. A question for a question. Sound good?” 


Although the Pythia didn’t like the idea of owing Quackity a truthful answer considering the 
kinds of questions he liked to ask, he found himself nodding anyway. “Fine. You already 
know my question, so you answer first.” 


Quackity huffed, moving back to pour himself a glass of whiskey. “All I know is that Charlie 
overheard Phil and Techno talking about meeting someone tonight. Didn’t say who, didn’t 
say where, but that’s what they’re doing.” 


The Pythia and Tommy shared a confused look. Who the hell would Phil and Techno be 
meeting? And why wouldn’t they at least tell Tommy that outright instead of the vague we 
don t know what we’re walking into answer they gave him earlier? 


Before the Pythia could dwell on that for too long however, Quackity cleared his throat, 
drawing his attention again. 


“Satisfied?” 


“Not really,” the Pythia muttered, taking another sip of his drink. “But a deal’s a deal. What 
do you want to know?” 


Grinning again, Quackity set down his whiskey, and began to trace the rim of the glass with 
his fingertip. “Nothing too complicated. I’m just wondering what your long term plan here 
is.” 


The Pythia frowned. “What do you mean?” 


“T mean do you ever plan on going back to the palace to act as the Pythia again? Or have you 
decided to cash in on retirement early?” Quackity asked, raising an eyebrow at him. 


The question knocked the air out of his lungs like a blow to the chest. Because he’d been 
trying to avoid that exact question for a while now, to say the least. 


At the night market, he told Tommy he wasn’t going to leave until Clara sent him a vision 
telling him to. Since then he’d received a vision from Clara, but there was nothing there 
telling him he had to leave. Up until that vision, he assumed that he was running on borrowed 
time. That soon enough Clara would call him back to the palace, and he’d bow to Her Will 
like he always had. 


But if Clara’s call never came... what then? 


Gaze flickering down to the bar, Wilbur looked at Quackity’s hands resting lightly on the 
black stone. For a brief moment, he imagined reaching out and digging his nails into 
Quackity’s palm as hard as he could. 


He wondered if the marks his nails left would last longer than the marks Quackity had left on 
his own hand. He wondered if his eyes would still look empty then. 


His breathing hitched. He knew what the answer to Quackity’s question was. He just didn’t 
want to say it out loud. But he’d made a deal. Quackity held up his end of the bargain, so 
Wilbur had to hold up his. 


Wilbur opened his mouth to answer- 
Only for the display lights inside the glass panels of the bar itself to start flickering. 


“Oh fuck,” Quackity muttered, his eyes going wide as he stepped back from the bar. “Fuck 
fuck fuck-” His head snapped up, and for the first time since meeting him, the Pythia saw 
genuine fear in Quackity’s gaze. “We need to go. Now.” 


Suddenly, the Pythia heard a distant thud! followed by muffled screams coming from the 
front part of the bar. Heart dropping into his stomach, he jumped out of his chair and ran 
around to the back door they always came into the VIP lounge from, Tommy following right 
on his heels. 


“What the fuck is-” 


“Shut the fuck up!” Quackity hissed, slamming a hand over Tommy’s mouth. “We can’t let 
them know anyone’s back here!” 


Beyond the door to the VIP lounge, the Pythia could hear more screams followed by deep 
voices barking orders, although he couldn’t make out what anyone was saying. 


“It’s a police raid,” Quackity then said, dropping his hand from Tommy’s mouth as he opened 
the door to the closet space. “Because of the protests they’ ve been running random ones all 
over the city, and there was one literally right down the street a few hours ago. But I just- I 
didn’t fucking think-” 


”THIS IS THE POLICE. STEP AWAY FROM THE DOOR, AND PREPARE FOR FACIAL 
RECOGNITION SCANS UPON ENTRY,” A booming voice called out from behind the VIP 
lounge entrance. 


“Go!” Quackity whisper-yelled, shoving the Pythia and Tommy through the door and 
slamming it shut behind them. 


Now in the closet space between the bar and the entrance to the temple, the Pythia could hear 
thundering footsteps as the police flooded the VIP lounge. 


“Tommy! Help me get this wall!” Quackity snapped, running to one end of the small room. 


Tommy ran over, and the two began to pull a fake wall panel out in front of the door that led 
to the temple. The Pythia knew he should be trying to help, but he couldn’t seem to make his 
limbs work. He was frozen as the echo from the footsteps only a door away from them 
pounded against his skull. 


The footsteps got louder, and the Pythia listened to the police barking orders to each other. He 
watched as the door to the temple disappeared in front of his eyes, and only after it was gone 
did he realize that he and Tommy wouldn’t be able to get back in now. 


“You two need to get out of here,” Quackity told them, grabbing both the Pythia and Tommy 
by their wrists and dragging them to the door that led to the alley. “I’ve handled raids before, 
but if either of you gets your face scanned, you’re fucked. So go blend into the crowd and 
don’t come back until the coast is clear.” 


Everything was happening so fast. Quackity threw open the door to the alley, and before the 
Pythia could say a single thing, he was being shoved outside, pain flashing through his knees 
as he landed on the concrete. 


He heard a policeman shouting, and the door slammed shut behind them. 
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For a moment, the Pythia struggled to breathe. He stared at the damp concrete, feeling warm 
raindrops slide into his hair as voices echoed through the door to the bar. His chest was 
impossibly tight, and his breathing stuttered as he tried to process what the fuck just 
happened. 


Tommy seemed to get his shit together faster than he did though, because as he fought to take 
another breath- 


“We need to go, Wil,” Tommy hissed, grabbing his hand to drag him to his feet. “The cops 
are gonna make a perimeter, and if we get caught inside they’re gonna face scan us, so we 
have to get away now.” 


The Pythia stumbled to his feet, ears ringing as he glanced around the alley. At the moment it 
was empty, but he could hear sirens shrieking from the entrance to the street, and knew 
Tommy was right. They had to get as far away from this place as quickly as possible. 


“Fuck, okay,” he muttered, struggling to focus as his blood roared in his ears. “What do we- 
where should-” 


“First put this on,” Tommy said, shoving a square of orange fabric into his hand. 


Looking up, the Pythia realized Tommy had already pulled the black mask he always wore 
when he went out over the lower half of his face. As his brain finally caught up with his eyes, 
he realized the orange fabric Tommy had handed him was the mask he’d worn when they 
went to the night market, and pulled it on without a second thought. 


“Okay,” Tommy muttered, nodding to himself. “Okay that- yeah, okay. This is fine. The 
street’s probably shut down so we can’t take the bike, and we’re gonna have to steer clear of 
any protests because those’ll be crawling with cops but- but it’ll be fine,” he continued, his 
voice cracking in a way that told the Pythia he was trying to convince himself of this more 
than him. 


He glanced up at the Pythia and winced. “Shit. You don’t have a hood.” 


Fuck. Yeah. Since going to Quackity’s bar was a last minute decision, he’d only bothered to 
change into a pair of jeans before leaving the temple. The patchwork sweater he’d already 
been wearing was thick enough that he didn’t need a jacket with it, which meant he didn’t 
have a hood to shield his face with. 


Suddenly, Tommy was tugging his black jacket off and shoving it into the Pythia’s hands. 
This time, he didn’t need to be told before he put it on, pulling the hood over his face as far as 
it would go. Unfortunately, this hood had far less fabric than the hoods on the jackets Tommy 
had given him to wear before, and did little to shield his face. 


Still, it was better than nothing. 


“Just try to keep your head down,” Tommy told him, the rain already soaking through his thin 
blue sweatshirt. “We’re gonna jump in the foot traffic leading away from the bar, okay? If 
things go to shit, follow the crowd. And don’t let go of my hand.” 


Nodding, Wilbur laced his fingers with Tommy’s, and felt raindrops trail down from his wrist 
to run over their knuckles. He squeezed once, and forced himself to take a breath when 
Tommy squeezed back. 


“Okay,” he said, his voice low. “Lead the way.” 


Puddles splashed under their boots as Tommy led them out of the alleyway and onto the 
street. Glancing up, the Pythia flinched at the flashing red and blue lights casting strange 
shadows against the buildings around them, only to drop his head again the moment he 
spotted a police officer talking to a group of young women in front of the bar. 


Tommy turned on his heel and began to lead them away from Quackity’s bar. The Pythia was 
surprised at how many people were out on the street at this time of night, but he decided not 
to question their luck as the two of them slipped into the foot traffic without issue. 


His chest squeezed at the amount of bodies brushing past him, but he forced himself to ignore 
it to focus on Tommy’s hand instead. He just had to keep putting one foot in front of the 
other. 


It would all be fine. The dread pooling in his gut had crawled up to his throat and was 
suffocating him now, but it was fine. He had to keep telling himself that. Because he didn’t 
want to even consider what the alternative was. 


They reached the end of the block, the sirens fading out as they prepared to turn the corner. 
The Pythia almost let out a sigh of relief when, 


“You two, hold up for a second.” 
Fuck. 


Although the Pythia wanted to keep his head down, he knew that the hood wasn’t hiding the 
blindfold at all, and tried to remember how to breathe as he lifted his head to face the man in 
front of them. 


The cop’s face was hidden behind his visor, words tinged with metal thanks to the voice 
changer that was embedded in all officer’s helmets. He looked between him and Tommy, and 
the Pythia knew how strange he had to look covering the lower half of his face with a mask 
while also wearing a blindfold. 


“Were you two at that bar that just got raided?” The officer asked, and the Pythia couldn’t tell 
which one of them he was looking at now. 


Tommy shook his head. “No, we were just passing by when the cop cars pulled up.” 
The officer considered this for a moment. “Where are you coming from?” 


“The college a few blocks down,” Tommy explained, gripping the Pythia’s hand so tightly, 
his fingers were already going numb. 


“Classes run at this time of night?” The officer questioned. 


“No, ‘course not. The film club meeting ran long.” Tommy’s voice was surprisingly level, but 
the Pythia could see the tension lining his shoulders. “My brother didn’t want me walking 
back alone with the protests and shit going on, so he met up with me and we’ re heading back 
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now. 


Brother. Although there were far more important things happening right now he needed to 
focus on, Wilbur nearly jumped hearing how easily Tommy called him that. 


The officer shifted his head, and now the Pythia was certain he was looking at him. “That’s 
smart. You should be limiting your time on the streets as much as you can until these protests 
get shut down.” He paused then, and the Pythia couldn’t even hear himself think over the 
sound of his heart pounding in his ears. 


One beat. Then another. 


“Look, I don’t mean to rush you officer, but we’re kind of in a hurry,” Tommy then said. 
“We’re meeting our dad at a restaurant and since the meeting ran late he’s already been 
waiting a while so-” 


“T’m gonna need you both to pull your masks down for a facial scan,” the officer cut Tommy 
off, his voice flat. 


This was it. They were fucked. If his face got scanned, it would probably send an alert to the 
palace, and he’d be dragged back to Schlatt in fifteen minutes or less. While he had no idea 
what would happen if Tommy’s face got scanned, judging by the fact that Tommy’s shoulders 
had started to shake, he doubted it was anything good. 


“Officer, please,” the Pythia cut in, surprised by how steady he sounded despite the fact that 
he could barely breathe. “If we don’t get to our dad soon the restaurant will give up the 
reservation-” 


“The more you argue with me the longer this is gonna take,” the officer snapped. “Pull your 
masks down, and take the blindfold off too, Pythia wannabe.” 


Fuck. 
For a moment, they both stood there, frozen as the officer stared them down. 
Then, Tommy ran. 


“GO GO GO!” Tommy shouted, dragging the Pythia away from the officer as he sprinted 
across the street. 


A chorus of honks rang out as they ran through traffic, the Pythia barely holding back a 
scream as a car screeched to a stop right in front of them. 


Behind them, he heard the officer shout something but it was drowned out by another car 
honk. Instead of waiting around to find out what he was saying, they kept running. 


They were off as soon as their boots hit pavement again. Tommy ducked under arms and the 
Pythia shouted out apologies as he shoved between groups of people. He stumbled over his 
own feet a few times, but Tommy yanked him along, and he could hear pounding footsteps 
getting louder in the distance. 


The rain got worse. Water dripped down his forehead and splashed up his legs when his boots 
slammed into puddles. The edges of his blindfold were soaked. Every breath he took was 
heavy. 


At the same time though, his chest felt like it was on fire. His lungs screamed. His heart 
slammed against his ribs, like it was threatening to crack them if things got any worse. And 
somehow, above it all, the bird’s shrieking rang out. A panicked screech echoed in his ears as 
the bird jammed its beak between his ribs once more, and he bit back a gasp as he scrambled 
to keep up with Tommy. 


They turned another corner. Neon lights blinded them both, the two of them stumbling as 
their vision was filled with pinks and greens. Blinking a few times, his vision finally cleared, 
and he looked up to see a towering pink hologram of... the Pythia? 


It wasn’t him. The hologram was the public idea of the Pythia—the version depicted in 
movies and tv shows. Usually an attractive young woman, with the only detail to tell the 
audience who she was being the blindfold she always wore. 


This hologram was exactly like that, the female Pythia standing as tall as the buildings 
around her as she held out a green projection of some skincare product in her hand. 


“Tf you want the skin of a goddess, try Pythia 5 Cream today,” the hologram crooned, smiling 
down at them. 


Nausea crawled up the back of his throat, but he didn’t have time to dwell on the hologram 
before Tommy was grabbing his hand again and pulling him into a crowd. More bodies 
pressed around him. The bird screamed louder, and he winced as Tommy dragged him deeper 
into the throng. 


The crowd was gathered around a guy being followed by a cameraman. He was talking to 
both the people around him and the camera itself, his smile painfully plastic as he held a 
credit card above his head. 


“Today, I posted asking whoever had outstanding medical debt to come meet me here in this 
plaza, where we have this lovely statue of our great Emperor Schlatt,” he explained, gesturing 
to a statue of Schlatt standing behind him. “Everyone here is going to put their hand on the 
statue. Whoever takes their hand off last will get all of their medical debt paid off by me!” 


Tommy’s chest spasmed as the crowd let out a deafening cheer, the Pythia trying not to 
cringe when he felt people shoving past him as they made their way to the statue. Something 
in his gut curdled watching everyone scramble for a spot on the statue, especially when the 
streamer directed his cameraman to get the camera as close to their faces as possible. 


Distracted by the streamer, the Pythia didn’t even hear the pounding footsteps behind him 
until, 


“Its the one in the blindfold and the boy next to him!” A metal-tinged voice shouted. 


Turning on his heel, he and Tommy took off again. The streamer’s camera swung over to 
them, and the Pythia was only grateful his back was to it as they sprinted down the street. 


They turned down a few more corners, ducking into alcoves and crowds wherever they could. 
Although they got a few breathers here and there, as soon as they thought they might’ ve 
finally lost them, someone would call out his blindfold and they’d be forced to run again. 


The Pythia knew it was only a matter of time before they got too tired to run anymore, but it 
wasn’t like they had another choice. Tommy’s breathing was getting worse though, and the 
Pythia was terrified about what would happen if his lungs had another meltdown like before. 


As they shoved their way into a crowd of people leaving a concert, they got another 
momentary reprieve where they couldn’t see the cops anywhere. Bodies were pushing and 
pulling them from side to side, and the Pythia’s hands shook as he struggled to hold onto 
Tommy. His head spun. There was so much going on at once, it felt like if even one more 
person that wasn’t Tommy brushed against him, he was going to scream. 


“We can’t- can’t keep doing this,” Tommy whispered to him, his breath hitching mid 
sentence as he fought to keep his lungs working. “Every time we lose them, they spot us 
again because of your blindfold.” 


The dread he’d felt back at Quackity’s bar was back tenfold. It coated his insides, weighing 
down his gut as realization dawned over him. 


“What are you saying?” He whispered back. 

Tommy squeezed his hand. 

“Do you trust me?” Tommy asked, flames burning behind his eyes. 
“Of course,” he answered without thinking. 

“Then take off the blindfold,” Tommy told him. 

The Pythia lurched back. “I- I can’t-” 


Tugging at his hand, Tommy cut him off with, “You’ll keep your eyes down and I'll guide 
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you. 
“But what if I look up by accident?” 


All it would take was a single look. One glance up, and the moment his eyes met another’s, 
that life would be doomed. 


In the distance, the shouts of the police got louder as the several officers chasing them 
rounded the corner. The Pythia hunched down further, his thoughts racing as he tried to think 
of anything else he could do. 


His mind was blank. The blindfold made him easy to spot in the crowd. It was as simple as 
that. 


If he didn’t do this, he and Tommy were going to be arrested. There was no question about it. 
He would be sent back to the palace, and Tommy... 


If Tommy wasn’t ‘accidentally’ shot in the chase, they would interrogate him relentlessly 
until he gave up the Deathling temple. And after that was said and done, they’d probably kill 
him anyway. The Pythia would go back to his cage, and Tommy would die. 


He couldn’t let Tommy die. 


Ignoring how violently his hands were shaking, he reached up to untie the blindfold. 


“Take off the jacket too,” Tommy whispered, crouching down further as the crowd began to 
thin around them. “We’re gonna follow the crowd again, okay?” 


His breathing stuttered as he stared at his shoes without the blur of magic at the edges of his 
vision. The neon lights flickering above his head seemed so bright now, and he could make 
out individual rocks on the asphalt beneath his feet. But the only thing he could focus on was 
the white silk sitting in the palm of his hand. 


“Wilbur,” Tommy whispered, his non-metal hand reaching out for his own, encouraging his 
fingers to wrap around the blindfold. “We need to go.” 


Heart pounding in his ears, he felt like a puppet as he nodded his head. With another tap of 
encouragement from Tommy, he tucked the blindfold in his pocket, and shoved the jacket 
into Tommy’s arms. 


Tommy tied the jacket around his waist, and then a hand was wrapping around his again. The 
shouting got louder, but he and Tommy didn’t run this time. Instead, they began to walk with 
the crowd. 


He couldn’t look up. Not at all. If he did, he could kill someone. Not immediately, but he 
would be responsible for their future death anyway. 


The boy in the colorful skirt to his right and the girl with neon tattoos on her legs to his left 
had no idea their lives were in his hands. A few feet in front of him, someone was talking on 
the phone, telling their partner all about how great the concert was. Behind him, he could 
hear a group of friends giggling as they organized a group photo folder to share with each 
other. 


He kept his eyes on Tommy’s hand wrapped around his own. He tried to ignore the way he 
felt like he was suffocating more and more with each step, and instead focused on the small 
scars he could see littered on the back of Tommy’s hand. A few raised lines scattered over his 
knuckles that he’d never been able to make out before—like Tommy had tried to punch 
someone once, and split his knuckles as a result. 


“Did anyone see which way they went?” He heard an officer ask as he and Tommy followed 
the crowd through a crosswalk. 


”No, but keep an eye out for someone in a white and gold blindfold.” 


It was working. He and Tommy were walking right past the cops and they didn’t have a 
single clue. 


Holy fuck. If they could get out of this, he’d never question any of Tommy’s plans again. 


The crowd turned again as everyone hurried to the metro station entrance. Rain continued to 
slide down his forehead and into his eyes, and he had to blink a few times to clear his vision. 
The bodies pressing against his own and the heavy air made everything feel sticky, and he 
once again had to shove down the nausea rising up his throat as Tommy led him over the 
bumpy sidewalks and away from the police. 


The lights of the metro station reflected off the puddles on the pavement. With each step, they 
got bright and brighter. Only a few more seconds. That’s all it would take, and then they were 
free. 


One step. Two steps. Three- 
”They re in the crowd!” 


“Fuck!” Tommy shrieked, shoving him backwards. “Fuck fuck- turn around, Wilbur! Go the 
other way!” 


“T can’t!” He shouted, stumbling as he tried to keep his eyes on the ground while running the 
opposite way of the crowd. 


Tommy shouted something again, but he couldn’t hear it over the screeching in his ears. The 
bird was panicking. It flapped its wings and screamed as loud as it could as he struggled to 
push his way past the bodies without looking up. 


He was bumping into people left and right. Tommy’s hand was still gripping his, except 
Tommy was behind him now—not guiding him. 


Metal-tinged shouts echoed from behind. Then, more sounded out from the right. Gritting his 
teeth, he finally lifted his head so he could see where the fuck he was going. 


He did his best not to focus on anyone’s faces. Instead, his eyes darted over the buildings 
around him, watching the metal visors making their way towards him and Tommy from his 
peripheral vision. 


The crowd was like a sea of colorful hair and blurred faces. He spotted an opening between 
two brick buildings and rushed towards it, dragging Tommy along as the cops tried to push 
their way through the people to get to them. He wanted to look back to see how close they 
were, but he couldn’t. If he did, he might look into Tommy’s eyes. He couldn’t risk it. He 
wouldn t. 


Bodies. Footsteps. Shouting. It was so much. So much at once. So many colors and lights and 
faces he couldn’t look at. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t even think. He just had to keep 
moving. 


They broke out of the crowd and sprinted into the alleyway. Brick walls surrounded them on 
all sides. He had to keep running. Faster and faster as the footsteps echoed behind them. 


Suddenly, Tommy gasped for air and tripped over his own feet. Their hands were ripped 
apart. 


“GET OFF ME!” Tommy shouted, his voice hoarse as he struggled to breathe. 
And just like that, all rational thought disappeared as one thing blared in his mind. 


Tommy was in danger. 


So Wilbur looked back. 


Turning around, a pair of terrified blue eyes met his own, and time slowed down as the pieces 
fell into place. 


Brick walls. Running. Police. 

The vision. 

Tommy was looking into his eyes. 
Tommy was looking into his eyes. 
The bird’s shrieks were deafening. 


For a moment, everything stood still. His vision was filled with Tommy’s terrified face, and 
nothing else. 


And then, like the pressure in his ears had popped, time started up again all at once. 


A police officer was grabbing Tommy’s arms, trying to yank him back. Moving on autopilot, 
Wilbur slammed into the guy as hard as he could and knocked him to the ground. Tommy 
stumbled forward, wheezing as he slammed his fist against his chest. 


“Tommy-” 
“No time! Go!” Tommy shouted, grabbing Wilbur’s hand again and sprinting down the alley. 


His insides were on fire. The bird was screaming screaming screaming- his mind replaying 
the moment he looked into Tommy’s eyes on loop. He was barely aware of his surroundings 
as Tommy pulled him behind another building, pounding footsteps echoing off the walls as 
the cops chased after them. 


They kept running until the ground began to slope. It took Wilbur an extra second to realize 
they were running straight into a parking garage. 


Tommy yanked him around the barrier, their boots skidding against the pavement as they ran 
under the overhang. The footsteps grew louder behind them. Black dots began to dance in 
Wilbur’s vision. 


Then, there was the sound of a car engine revving. 


The group of officers shouted out as a car blasted through the parking garage barrier. Tires 
screeched as it rammed straight into the wall behind Wilbur and Tommy, effectively acting as 
a barrier between them and the police. 


Wilbur and Tommy stumbled, their eyes wide as they both looked back at the car. For a 
moment, Wilbur could only make out the silhouette of a broad-shouldered man sitting in the 
driver’s seat. Then he rolled the window down, and leaned out to face the police. 


“Ah shit, sorry about that, officers! The roads are a little wonky here compared to where I’m 
from!” 


Despite only seeing the back of his head, Wilbur recognized that voice as the guy he and 
Tommy ran into at the night market. The one with the snake tattoo. 


What the fuck? 


As Wilbur struggled to figure out why the night market guy just drove into a fucking wall, 
Tommy seemed to get his shit together a bit faster. 


“Go now!” Tommy whisper-shouted at him, tugging him to the back of the parking garage 
where Wilbur could just make out the faint glow of an exit sign. 


The cops were arguing with the guy in the car while trying to climb over it, but the distraction 
had given them just enough time. Wilbur and Tommy stumbled out of the parking garage 
onto the opposite street, and by the time the cops made it out there, the two of them were 
nearly a full block away. 


A haze descended over Wilbur’s mind as Tommy led him back to Quackity’s bar. He kept his 
head tilted down, but only out of instinct. The bird had stopped screaming, and the silence 
was deafening compared to how loud it had been before. 


It was still pouring rain. Droplets blurred his vision, but he didn’t bother wiping at his face. 
In fact, he didn’t think he could even if he wanted to. The simple act of putting one foot in 
front of the other was taking up his entire focus. 


Asphalt crunched under his boots. More bodies pushed past him, but he didn’t feel anything 
except for Tommy’s hand wrapped around his own. 


Tommy. His first real friend. His best friend. The main reason he decided to stay with the 
Deathlings. His Tommy. 


Wilbur killed him. 


Even though Tommy’s heart was still beating for now, he was a walking corpse. Because 
either tomorrow, or the next day, or sometime in the next month—hell, maybe even years 
from now—Tommy was going to die before he was supposed to. And it would be entirely 
Wilbur’s fault. 


Neither one of them spoke as the bar came back into view. The flashing red and blue lights 
were gone now, leaving the street lit up only by the neon yellow ‘Q’ hanging above the door. 


They turned down into the alley they’d run out from. When Tommy stopped in front of the 
door, Wilbur expected him to knock, but he paused. 


There was a soft wheezing sound as Tommy took another strained breath. Then another. And 
another. The seconds ticked on, Tommy’s breathing getting steadier and steadier as it went. 


Finally, the wheezing stopped completely. 


“Wil,” Tommy said then, his voice rough. “You might wanna put the blindfold back on before 
we go inside.” 


The blindfold. The fucking blindfold he should’ve been wearing the entire time. It was still 
there in his pocket, and it should’ve been easy to reach in and tie it around his head. But 
Wilbur couldn’t bring himself to move his arms. He just stared at the ground and reminded 
himself to breathe in and out. 


A few beats passed. Tommy sighed. 


“T’m gonna let go of your hand for a second,” he told him. Again, Wilbur found he couldn’t 
do anything but stand there as Tommy pried their hands apart, and grabbed the blindfold out 
of his pocket for him. “Can you crouch down a bit?” 


Now that was one thing Wilbur could do. He hunched over, blinking slowly as Tommy tied 
the blindfold around his head for him. He grunted a bit, having to stand on his tiptoes to 
secure it around the back of his head, but after a few seconds, he stepped back and the 
blindfold stayed in place. 


Magic blurred the edges of his vision once again. Wilbur still didn’t lift his head. 
Tommy’s knock echoed in the alley. Only a few seconds passed before the door swung open. 


“Fucking Clara above, you’re alive,” Quackity exclaimed, exhaustion tinging his words. 
“Heard there was a chase going on down the street and thought it was you-” 


“It was,” Tommy cut him off, grabbing Wilbur’s hand again and brushing past Quackity to 
get inside. 


Quackity was silent for a moment as he shut the door behind them, and Wilbur could feel his 
eyes zeroing in on him. 


“You wouldn’t have come back here if you were being followed,” Quackity then said. 
It wasn’t a question, but Tommy answered anyway. “Obviously not.” 

“But something happened.” 

Again, not a question. 


“Nothing you need to worry about, Big Q,” Tommy huffed, moving to the fake wall and 
reaching for the edge. “Have Phil and Techno come back yet?” 


Quackity blinked, looking confused by Tommy’s vagueness before moving to the wall to help 
him pull it back. “No, not yet. I don’t think they’re gonna be back for at least another few 
hours.” 


Both of them grunted as they moved the fake wall out of the way, revealing the door to the 
staircase once again. 


“Got it. Thanks,” Tommy said, opening the door to the stairs and tugging Wilbur towards it. 
“We’ll see you later.” 


“Uh sure.” Quackity held the door open as Wilbur ducked under the doorframe to go inside, 
but before he closed it he asked, “Are you guys okay though?” 


At this, a bitter laugh bubbled out of Wilbur’s chest. He finally looked up, but found himself 
staring at the wall behind Quackity as he shook his head. 


“No. Not at all.” 


Leaving it at that, Wilbur turned and began to make his way down the stairs. Quackity stared 
after him for a moment, before the door clicked shut behind them. 


They were plunged into darkness, but it only lasted for a second before one of the bug lights 
floated out of Tommy’s pocket. 


The two of them were silent as they made their way down the staircase. The haze had grown 
thicker, clouding almost everything in his mind as he carefully put one foot in front of the 
other. Over and over and over again. 


Unfortunately, the one part of him that was spared the haze were his emotions. Everything 
was twisting together into a jumbled mess inside his chest. Guilt was choking him from the 
inside out, but that wasn’t the only thing wrapping around his lungs. There was also 
something angrier. Something frustrated. Because this wasn’t fucking fair. 


Clara had told him this was going to happen. He’d been so caught up in the chase, he didn’t 
even realize where he was until it was too late. He should’ve been able to change things. 
That’s what he was supposed to do. But he failed. He failed at interpreting Clara’s vision, and 
he failed at protecting Tommy. 


Tommy. Fuck. He watched the back of the boy’s head as they descended the stairs, his throat 
closing up as he wondered if this was the last time they’d do this. If this was the last time 
they’d go to Quackity’s bar together. If this was the last time they’d do anything together. 


So far, Tommy hadn’t been acting any differently with him than before. But the resentment 
was there. Wilbur was sure of it. Tommy had put his trust in Wilbur, and Wilbur killed him 
for it. 


And yet, even now, Wilbur couldn’t bring himself to untangle himself from Tommy. Their 
hands stayed wrapped around the other as Tommy led him back into the Underworld. 


They reached the bottom, and after a few knocks and a minute of waiting, Aimsey swung 
open the door with a warm smile on their face. Instead of telling them what happened, 
Tommy only said a few vague things about needing to talk to Phil and Techno in the morning 
and left it at that. At least, he was pretty sure that’s what Tommy said. Both Tommy and 
Aimsey sounded like they were speaking underwater, and Wilbur didn’t have the energy left 
to try and make out the words in the bubbles. 


And then, they were walking away. The temple was quiet as they made their way back to 
Wilbur’s room, and soon, they were back. 


His room was exactly the same as he’d left it. Blankets were strewn in random spots on his 
thin mattress, a yellow sweater was haphazardly thrown over the dresser—almost as if 
nothing had happened. Like if Wilbur went to sleep, he’d wake up and realize it was just a 
bad dream. 


But there was no comfort that came with the idea that something was only a bad dream. 
Because Wilbur’s dreams were far more than just dreams. 


When Tommy finally let go of his hand, Wilbur drifted to sit on the edge of his bed. Tommy 
sat beside him, their shoulders pressed together as they both stared at the floor. 


After a few seconds, Tommy tugged the black mask off his face. When Wilbur made no 
moves to do the same, he frowned. 


“Take that shit off, man. Let yourself breathe.” 


Slowly, Wilbur reached up and pulled the orange mask down. He set it off to the side before 
settling his hands in front of him again. 


A second ticked by. Then another. 


“Y’ know, you can take the blindfold off too,” Tommy said, his voice softer this time. “It’s not 
like you can curse me twice, right?” 


Squeezing his eyes shut, Wilbur let out a shuddering breath. Tommy should’ve been angry. 
His tone should’ve been sharp, his words meant to cut him to his core. It’s what he deserved, 
after all. They both knew it. 


But Tommy just sounded tired. Nothing more, nothing less. 


Before he could think about it too much, he reached up to pull the blindfold off. He tossed it 
to the side with his mask, and blinked a few times, adjusting to the light without the magic 
blur to accompany it. 


His eyes were still focused on the ground. He listened as Tommy shuffled over to sit in front 
of him. 


“Wilbur.” 


This time, Wilbur didn’t hesitate when he looked up. But he winced the moment his eyes met 
Tommy’s. 


There’d been too much going on during the chase for him to process it, but it was strange 
seeing Tommy’s face without the magic blur to accompany it. Of course everything was 
sharper, but it was more than that. Something he couldn’t put into words. Something real that 
he hadn’t been able to fully grasp before. 


After a few moments, Tommy cracked a small smile. 


“Y’ know, I was kinda hoping you lied about your eyes, but you weren’t. They really are just 
shit brown.” 


It was supposed to make him laugh. Wilbur knew that. Tommy was trying to lighten the 
mood like he always did, and if this was any other day, it might’ve worked. 


But the blindfold was gone. His eyes began to burn, and Tommy’s smile disappeared as his 
breathing hitched. 


“Why aren’t you freaking out about this?” Wilbur finally asked, his voice cracking. 


Tommy clenched his jaw. “I mean, I wanna think the curse isn’t real because it still doesn’t 
make any damn sense to me, but Phil said we can’t really know for sure. So if you want me 
to be honest, yeah, I’m a little fucking scared of what’s gonna happen now. But it’s not like 
we can undo it either, so I don’t see the point in getting all worked up about it.” 


“But-” Wilbur frowned, shaking his head. “Tommy, I’ve killed you. You’re going to die 
before you’re supposed to because I fucked up. You have every right to scream and shout at 
me and call me every cruel name you can think of, so why the fuck aren’t you doing that?” 


“What the fuck? It’s not your fault at all!” Tommy argued. “I told you to take the blindfold 
off. I’m the one who made us turn around so you had to lead the way. I’m the one whose 
lungs went to shit so you had to come back and help me. That’s all on me. Not you.” 


Wilbur shook his head, his throat threatening to close up again. “It was my vision, Tommy! I 
didn’t realize it until it was too late, but that’s the vision I saw the other night. You seeing my 
eyes in that alley.” He paused, burying his face in his hands. “Clara sent me that vision so I 
could prevent it from happening, but I failed. And now you’re going to die because of me.” 


His shoulders were shaking now, and he waited for the understanding to click into place. For 
Tommy to realize that Wilbur knew this would happen, and still wasn’t able to prevent it. 


“I don’t care,” Tommy finally said after a moment. “The situation was fucked all around. It’s 
not your fault.” 


Pulling at his hair until pain flashed through his scalp, Wilbur met Tommy’s eyes again, and 
hated that he could do that now. 


“You should hate me.” 

“T don’t though.” 

“Even if I want you to?” 

Tommy paused at this, his brows furrowing before he shook his head. 


“You're such a fucking idiot,” he said instead, reaching out to grab Wilbur’s hands again. “I 
don’t hate you. Not for this, or anything else. So stop trying to make me.” 


His fingers were going to be bruised from how hard Tommy had grabbed them tonight, but 
Wilbur didn’t care. He found himself squeezing back as hard as he could, despite knowing 
that he should be trying to push Tommy away. Try to keep him from getting hurt anymore 
than he already had been. 


Wilbur pulled him into a hug anyway. 


Tommy dove into him, burying his face in his shoulder as a shudder ran down his spine. 
Wilbur tugged him closer, resting his chin on top of Tommy’s head as tears blurred his vision. 


With every second that passed until Tommy’s fate caught up to him, he was dying. He was 
already dead and it was because Wilbur had killed him. Tommy was dying and Wilbur was 
killing him and both things had already come to pass and yet here they were, refusing to let 
go of the other. 


“T’m so sorry,” Wilbur whispered into his hair. 


Despite the brave face he was putting on, Wilbur heard Tommy make a muffled whimpering 
noise as he tilted his head to hide his face in Wilbur’s sweater. 


“It’s gonna be fine,” Tommy whispered in a broken voice. “PI- PI get to meet Kristin, 
y know? So it’s not gonna be bad. Not really.” 


Unlike before when he first told Tommy about the vision, Wilbur knew that Tommy didn’t 
believe his own words. He was trying to convince himself just as much as he was trying to 
convince Wilbur. 


But he was scared. They both were. 
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The next morning, the Pythia woke up to something heavy resting against his shoulder. 


Blinking open sticky eyes, he stared at the colorful designs spanning the ceiling, and listened 
to the soft breaths puffing against the side of his neck. For a brief moment, he didn’t think of 
anything except for the fact that he was warm. Warm, tired, and comfortable. 


Then, he noticed how clear the paint on the ceiling was. How the distinctive magic blur he’d 
grown so used to over the years was gone, even though he wasn’t alone. And another 
moment passed as he seized in panic, trying to figure out how to find his blindfold without 
waking Tommy up. 


But then the memories washed over him, settling into the lowest parts of his bones like oil— 
dark, heavy, and nauseating. He didn’t need to worry about the blindfold with Tommy 
anymore. Because Wilbur already killed him. 


The weight against his shoulder shifted, and the oil sunk even deeper into his bone marrow as 
Tommy began to wake up. 


Wilbur stayed as still as a statue, eyes boring into the wall as his heart rate sped up. He 
waited for Tommy to remember, just like he did. He waited for Tommy to come to his senses 


now that the adrenaline from the chase had finally worn off. He waited for Tommy to flinch 
when he realized how close he was to Wilbur. He waited for Tommy to push him away. 


Tommy yawned. Then, he shifted, but instead of moving away, he pulled himself closer to 
Wilbur to rest his head on his chest. 


“Uh-” 


“You're a shitty pillow,” Tommy grumbled as he made himself comfortable again. “Too 
fucking bony. Techno’s a much better pillow than you are.” 


Wilbur was silent as Tommy finished settling himself. Again, he waited for the realization to 
sink in. But seconds ticked by, and Tommy stayed right where he was. 


Finally, Wilbur managed to spit out a tight, “Tommy. ” 


Lifting his head, Tommy’s eyes met his own without flinching. Once again, Wilbur was 
startled by how strange it was to see Tommy with his own eyes instead of through a veil of 
magic. 


“Yeah?” 

Wilbur blinked. Tommy blinked back. 

“You remember what happened last night?” Wilbur asked, his voice small. 
Tommy frowned. “It’s a little hard to forget getting fucking cursed, Wil.” 
Squeezing his eyes shut, Wilbur let out a shaky sigh. “Just wanted to make sure.” 


A beat passed. Then another. Tommy shifted away from Wilbur, sitting up and stretching his 
arms above his head. Wilbur blinked open his eyes again and stared up at Tommy, who gave 
him a weak attempt at a smile when he met Wilbur’s eyes. Wilbur didn’t smile back. 


“So what happens now?” Wilbur asked, his voice hoarse. 


Tommy grimaced, dropping his arms as he looked at the wall above Wilbur’s head. “I mean, 
step one I think is that we need to tell Phil and Techno.” 


Fuck. 


As selfish as it was, Wilbur immediately knew he didn’t want Tommy to tell Phil and Techno. 
Because Wilbur had finally gotten to a place where he was comfortable with the two men. 
While he still felt awkward around Techno, he was learning to appreciate his blunt way of 
telling Wilbur what he thought of any given situation. And Phil... 


He’d hugged Phil. Twice now. First in the catacombs, when Phil had comforted him during 
his breakdown. The second time was last night, when his fear for Phil and Techno had 
wrapped him in a vice, and Phil hugged him to reassure him things would be fine. 


Nothing was fine anymore. Nothing would ever be fine again. Tommy was a dead man 
walking, and once Phil and Techno found out what Wilbur did, he’d have to stop worrying 
about Phil and Techno’s safety and go back to worrying about his own. 


He deserved it. Every threat, every insult, every drop of rage sent his way he would take 
without complaint. Even if Tommy refused to accept that he was at fault for this, he knew the 
truth and so would Phil and Techno. 


Wilbur tried to imagine what Phil would say. How Phil would look at him after he learned 
what he did. 


It made his chest hurt. He shook his head to try and clear the thoughts away, because it 
wasn’t going to do him any good imagining the worst case scenario right now. Not when he 
was going to experience it himself soon enough. 


Sitting up, Wilbur brought his knees to his chest. “Okay,” he said, dropping his eyes to the 
mattress. “If that’s what you want, we’ll tell them.” 


“Well it’s just- I dunno, I think they deserve to know,” Tommy explained, frowning now. 


Wilbur nodded. “Yeah, they do.” They both deserved to know that they were going to lose 
Tommy soon. It could be in the next few days, or it might not be for several years. But when 
Tommy died, they would both understand why they didn’t get more time with him. 


Silence fell over them again. Forcing another breath into his lungs, Wilbur lifted his hands to 
his face, and noticed they were shaking. 


Tommy noticed too. 
“Are you scared?” Tommy asked, his voice much gentler than before. 


Turning his hands over to stare at his palms, Wilbur curled them into fists before dropping 
them back into his lap. 


“They’re going to kill me,” he murmured. “Or they’ll want to at least.” 


“What the fuck?” Tommy questioned. “No they won’t! Why the hell would they try to kill 
you?” 


“You’re not an idiot, Tommy. You know why,” Wilbur snapped, giving him a pointed look. 
Tommy shook his head. “They’re not going to blame you for the curse thing.” 

“You don’t know that.” 

“T do though.” 

“You don’t-” 


“I know my own fucking family, Wilbur!” Tommy suddenly exclaimed, cutting him off. 


Wilbur flinched back, and Tommy’s scowl softened. 


“Look, sorry, it’s just-” Tommy took a steadying breath. “Dad, uncle, whatever the fuck you 
wanna say Phil and Techno are to me or I say they are or anything like that- they’re my 
family. And yeah, I know I’ve fucked up thinking I know more than I do sometimes. But this 
is one thing I’m sure I’m right about. Because I’ve known Phil and Techno way longer than 
you have, Wilbur. They won’t kill you for this, even if you want them to.” 


As much as he appreciated Tommy’s uncanny ability to read him in certain situations, right 
now was definitely not one of those moments. 


“Why do you think I’d want them to kill me?” Wilbur asked, forcing himself to meet 
Tommy’s eyes again. 


Tommy gave him a flat look. “I’m not an idiot, Wilbur,” he said, throwing Wilbur’s own 
words back at him. “You were literally advocating for your own murder a few months ago.” 


Clenching his jaw, Wilbur fell silent. Tommy folded his arms over his chest, waiting for him 
to respond. 


“That was different,” he finally said after a minute. 
“Was it?” Tommy asked, raising an eyebrow. 
Another silence. Wilbur didn’t have an answer for that. 


“They’re not going to kill you,” Tommy repeated. “So don’t get yourself all freaked out. 
We’re gonna tell them, and we’ll figure shit out from there.” 


It wasn’t that Wilbur didn’t believe him. He was well-aware that Tommy knew Phil and 
Techno far better than he did, and even if he didn’t, Wilbur couldn’t kid himself that much. 
They defended his life even after he tried to kill Tommy. Of course they wouldn’t kill him for 
accidentally cursing Tommy now. But they should. If that was the only way to silence the 
desperate cries the bird hadn’t stopped screaming out ever since his eyes first locked onto 
Tommy’s, then so be it. 


At the very least, Phil wouldn’t look at him the same way after he learned what happened. 
That much Wilbur was certain of, and that was almost worse than the idea of Phil wanting 
him dead. 


Pushing off the bed, Tommy cracked open the door to Wilbur’s room, poking his head out 
into the hallway. Wilbur reached for his blindfold, but kept it in his palms instead of tying it 
around his head. A headache was already pinching his temples, and he knew it had nothing to 
do with the blindfold since he’d barely worn it in the past twelve hours. Even still, the 
blindfold certainly wasn’t going to make his headache feel any better. 


“Hey! Tubbo!” Tommy suddenly called out into the hallway, making Wilbur jump. “Can you 
go get Phil and Techno for me?” 


He heard a muffled voice reply to Tommy, and Tommy tensed. 


“I’m serious, Tubbo. We really need to talk to them, and I don’t really feel up to running into 
a shit ton of people trying to find them right now.” 


The muffled voice said something else. 
“Yeah, just tell them to knock. Thanks, Tubs.” 


With that, Tommy stepped back into the room, letting the door shut behind him. He walked 
back over to the bed, and Wilbur lifted his head to meet Tommy’s eyes once more. 


Tommy stared at him for a beat. 


“I still can’t get over how weird it is seeing your eyes,” he then said, furrowing his brows. 
“Like, I thought I could read you pretty well even with the blindfold on, but now it’s, like, too 
easy but not at the same time.” 


“What do you mean by that?” Wilbur asked, frowning. 


“I mean you kinda look like you’re about to start crying, but you also look like you just took 
a shot of moontane and you’ re trying not to be a pussy about it but you really wanna spit it 
out.” 


“what? ” 


“I dunno, man! I’m seeing too much of your face now so it’s harder for me to read you!” 
Tommy exclaimed, sitting down on the bed beside him again. 


While Wilbur wasn’t on the verge of tears or anything close to it, he definitely wasn’t in the 
best mood. Even still, he let out a huff of laughter at Tommy’s comparison. 


“You know, you could always just ask me how I’m feeling instead of trying to guess,” Wilbur 
pointed out. 


Tommy scoffed. “Yeah fucking right. You’re shit at talking about your feelings.” 
Wilbur frowned. “And what, you think you’re any better?” 


“Uh, obviously? Like, besides the fact that I’m better than you at everything, I’m also a very 
sensitive man who is very in touch with his emotions,” Tommy joked, tapping his heart with 
a too-sweet smile. 


“Really?” Wilbur questioned. Tommy nodded, and he fought the urge to roll his eyes. “Fine. 
Then tell me, sensitive man, what are you feeling right now?” 


Tommy’s smile faltered. “Do you want the honest answer or the funny one?” 
It wasn’t even a question in Wilbur’s mind. “Honest.” 


The smile disappeared completely. Tommy’s shoulders slumped. 


“It’s like... I dunno, it’s hard to put into words.” He paused, giving Wilbur an uncertain look. 
“Everything feels hot right now. Like my head is on fire, but so are my lungs like when you 
suffocated me that one time” Tommy admitted, making Wilbur flinch. “The fire isn’t just fire 
though. It’s like vines, I guess? And they constrict my lungs more and more each time you 
start blaming yourself, which also kinda works like a hot air balloon with the pump making 
the flames grow bigger where my head gets really hot so I get pissed at you. But I’m also 
just, like, pissed at myself for letting this happen in the first place.” 


Wilbur considered this for a moment, and when he took a breath, he felt shards of his own 
bones rattling around his lungs just like that time he had a panic attack in the bathhouse so 
long ago. 


“Well, first off, you saying you’re better at talking about your feelings is a lie because that 
made zero fucking sense,” Wilbur told him, and Tommy flipped him off when he nudged his 
shoulder. “But, uh, I think I get it. Maybe. I’m not sure. But I'll try to stop making your head 
hotter than it already is.” 


Tommy didn’t smile as he nudged Wilbur back. “Thanks,” he said, the words ringing hollow. 
A few more beats passed. Then, there was a knock at the door. 


Wilbur jolted back, fumbling for his blindfold as his blood began to roar in his ears once 
again. Fuck. This was it. They were going to have to tell Phil and Techno. 


Tommy got to his feet, but waited for him to tie the blindfold around his head before making 
any moves. Once he finished securing it, Tommy gave him a small nod. 


“It’s gonna be okay, Wil,” he whispered. 
Lie. Nothing was okay, and they both knew that. 


With that, Tommy moved towards the door, and after taking a breath to steady himself, pulled 
it open with a small grunt. As expected, Phil and Techno were waiting on the other side, and 
the Pythia let out a breath he hadn’t even realized he’d been holding after seeing that they 
were both unharmed after their outing. 


“Uh, thanks for getting over here so fast,” Tommy said, holding the door open a bit wider and 
gesturing for them to walk in. 


“Well, we were already plannin’ on coming by here to grab you this morning, Tommy,” 
Techno told him as he stepped inside the room. 


Phil followed close behind, his eyes darting around the room before settling on the Pythia. He 
flashed him a small smile before looking back at Tommy. “Yeah, we need to tell you what 
happened last night but I don’t know-” 


“We have something to tell you first,” Tommy cut in, looking far paler than he did a few 
seconds before. 


Frowning, Phil and Techno shared a confused look. 


“If we go to Jack’s room are we gonna find out he’s gone missing in the middle of the night?” 
Techno tried to joke. 


Tommy didn’t laugh, and neither did the Pythia. Techno coughed, clearly uncomfortable. 
“Uh, yeah, okay. Too soon,” he muttered. 


Phil seemed to notice the tension in the room far faster than Techno did, his brows furrowed 
as his eyes darted between Tommy and the Pythia. 


“Something happened last night.” 
It wasn’t a question, but Tommy nodded anyway. “Yeah. Something happened.” 
Techno narrowed his eyes. “We heard Quackity’s bar got raided. Was it related to that?” 


Wincing, Tommy nodded again. “We went up there to get some drinks after you guys left, 
and the raid started while we were there.” 


“Okay,” Phil said, his tone careful. “But from what I can tell, neither of you are bleeding. 
And if you’d been caught, you wouldn’t be sitting here right now. So what happened?” 


Tommy glanced back at the Pythia, their eyes locking through the blindfold. The Pythia 
pushed to his feet, wrapping his arms around himself as he moved to stand beside Tommy. 


“We got chased by cops,” Tommy finally said after the Pythia’s shoulder brushed his own. 
“Quackity didn’t have time to get us back into the temple, so he threw us out into the alley 
and told us to try and hide in the crowd till the raid ended. And we tried but some fucking 
dickwad spotted us and demanded we let him scan our faces, and obviously we couldn’t do 
that so we had to make a run for it and- and it was fucking nuts, okay? Those assholes kept 
finding us every turn we made. I did everything I could to try and lose them but it wouldn’t 
work and I just started freaking out so-” 


“Tommy,” Phil said, cutting him off. “What happened?” 


Techno and Phil were both looking at Tommy. Their brows were furrowed, both focusing on 
Tommy’s hunched shoulders and shaking hands. Neither one of them was looking at the 
Pythia. Neither one of them understood. 


The words pressed against the back of his throat. As Tommy curled further in on himself, he 
tried to swallow them down, but as soon as he took a breath, 


“Tommy saw my eyes,” he blurted out. 


His heart slammed against his ribcage. Phil and Techno’s eyes snapped to him, and nausea 
crawled up the back of his throat to settle down where the damning words had been. 


“Your eyes?” Techno questioned. “The one’s that supposedly are gonna curse whoever sees 
them?” 


Wincing, the Pythia nodded. Techno clenched his jaw, while Phil’s frown deepened. 


“It’s not his fault!” Tommy jumped in, startling the Pythia. “The blindfold was the reason the 
cops kept finding us in the crowds. We couldn’t lose them as long as he was keeping it on, so 
I told him to take it off. Then we had to turn around so he had to lead and my fucking lungs 
acted up again so I stumbled and he looked back to help me and- and it wasn’t his fault, 
okay? It was mine.” 


“Tommy, that’s not-” 


“No! Stop trying to blame yourself when you were just trying to help me!” Tommy snapped, 
cutting the Pythia off. “Phil, Techno, don’t get upset with him for this. It’s my own fault. I 
made him take it off even though he didn’t want to. I knew the risks.” 


Falling silent then, Tommy wrapped his arms around himself in a perfect mirror to the Pythia. 
Fear tightened its hold around the Pythia’s lungs when he couldn’t recognize the emotions 
playing across Phil’s face, and fought the urge to shrink back as the seconds ticked on. 


And on. 
And on. 
Until, 


“Tve spent my life putting my faith in Kristin, and that’s not going to stop now,” Phil finally 
said, his voice low. “I trust that She’Il take you when the time is right, Tommy. And if that 
time happens to be earlier than we expected because of a curse...” he hesitated, eyes 
flickering to the Pythia. 


Phil took an unsteady breath. Despite his calm words, as the beats passed one by one, it 
became increasingly clear that he was upset. 


“Then that’s the hand that She played with fate,” he finished, tearing his gaze away from the 
Pythia. 


Resignation. That was the one thing the Pythia hadn’t expected to hear from Phil in the wake 
of this. Anger, frustration, sadness—those would’ve made sense. But this quiet resignation? 
The exhaustion already weighing down Phil’s shoulders? 


It was almost worse than any shouting match could’ve been. 


Meanwhile, Techno seemed to be having a reaction more similar to what the Pythia had been 
bracing himself for. There was a low fire burning behind his bright red eyes, a tight line in his 
shoulders that hadn’t been there a few minutes before. But his anger wasn’t directed at the 
Pythia. Instead, he kept looking between Phil and Tommy, before glancing at the wall behind 
Tommy’s head. It was almost as if he wasn’t sure where to look, but was trying very hard not 
to meet the Pythia’s blindfold. 


Wilbur couldn’t blame him. He didn’t want to look at his own face either right now. 


“Does the curse specify how soon you could die after seeing a Pythia’s eyes?” Techno finally 
asked, still not looking at the Pythia. 


“No,” the Pythia answered, shaking his head. “It just says that anyone who sees the Pythia’s 
eyes will die before their time. It could mean a matter of days, or it could mean years.” 


“Still sounds a bit like bullshit to me,” Tommy muttered under his breath. 


“We can’t know that for sure,” Phil said, folding his arms across his chest. “I’m suspicious of 
the curse as well, but we’re dealing with the rules of Goddesses here. There’s no way for us 
to fully know whether it’s real or not, so it would be better to assume it is than be taken off 
guard.” 


Tommy winced at this, but nodded anyway. “So what does that mean for me?” 


Phil’s frown faded when he looked at Tommy, something inside of him crumbling as he took 
a step forward to place his hands on Tommy’s shoulders. 


“Just... try to find your peace with Kristin,” Phil said softly. “She takes care of Her own. You 
know that.” 


Sucking in a breath, Tommy’s shoulders shook as he leaned into Phil. “Okay,” he whispered, 
although he still sounded unsure. “P1 try.” 


The two fell silent for a moment, breathing in unison as Tommy squeezed his eyes shut, Phil 
keeping him steady as he swayed. After a few beats, Techno rested his hand on Tommy’s 
shoulder, just above Phil’s. Tommy leaned into Techno’s side, and as the seconds ticked on, 
the Pythia began to wonder if the three of them were praying. 


Then, Tommy stepped back. Phil and Techno let him go, and Tommy moved away until his 
shoulder was brushing the Pythia’s once again. 


Phil’s eyes then flickered to the Pythia again. His brows furrowed as he asked, “And are you 
doing okay, mate?” 


The Pythia frowned. “Me?” 
Phil nodded. 
“T- I’m not the person you should be asking about. Tommy’s the one-” 


“I know. But you look like you’re ready to jump out of your skin,” Phil told him in a 
surprisingly gentle voice. 


The Pythia fell silent, unsure of how to respond to that. Because he was ready to jump out of 
his skin. His insides were twisting in and around themselves as his blood buzzed painfully 
through his veins. There was a pounding in his skull that went beat for beat with the bird 
beak tap tap tapping against his ribs. Reality had sunk in over and over again but it still 
didn’t feel real. It didn’t feel right. 


“He thought you were going to kill him for cursing me,” Tommy suddenly cut in. 
“Tommy!” The Pythia protested. 


“I think they should know so they can tell you you’re being an idiot!” Tommy shot back. 
“Phil, Techno, tell him you’re not pissed at him.” 


They both turned back to Phil and Techno, who were once again sharing unreadable looks. 
Phil set his mouth into a thin line, while Techno gave Phil a single, sharp nod. 


“Tommy, go with Techno to get some breakfast,” Phil said after a beat. 
The Pythia’s heart leapt in his throat as Tommy stiffened. 
“Why?” Tommy asked. 


“Because I want to talk to the Pythia alone,” Phil said, carefully watching him as he said his 
title. 


The Pythia clenched his jaw, shoving down the sharp pain that lanced through him these days 
every time he was called that. Tommy’s frown deepened. 


“But-” 
“It’s gonna be fine, Tommy,” Techno said, jerking his chin towards the door. “Let them talk.” 


Tommy hesitated. He reached out to squeeze the Pythia’s arm, and raised an eyebrow at him 
in silent question. 


Are you okay? 


Swallowing down the lump in his throat, the Pythia forced himself to nod. Wilbur didn’t want 
Tommy to leave, but the Pythia knew he had to face the consequences of his actions at some 
point. If Phil wanted a chance to shout and curse the Pythia for what he’d done without 
Tommy around to protest, then so be it. 


Although Tommy still seemed unsure, after another beat, he let go of the Pythia’s arm and 
followed Techno to the door. Phil was silent as they waited for Tommy and Techno to leave, 
and the Pythia didn’t even realize he was holding his breath until the door slammed shut 
behind them. 


And just like that, he was alone with Phil. 


Phil stared at him, while he kept his eyes on the ground. His head continued to pound. The 
bird continued to tap. Nausea rose up in his throat once again. 


“Aren’t you going to get on with it?” He asked after a minute of silence. 


At this, Phil frowned. “What do you mean?” 


“You sent Tommy away so you could get pissed without him arguing with you, right?” The 
Pythia asked, shoulders curling in. “Let’s stop beating around the bush. I killed your kid. 
Even if you’re not going to kill me, which, I dunno you still might, you at least have every 
right to hate me.” 


“Okay, first off, Pm not going to kill you. Don’t be fucking ridiculous,” Phil said, shaking his 
head. “And I don’t hate you either.” 


Despite the relief that swept through him at that, he couldn’t let himself believe it. Not yet. 
“Then why did you send Tommy away?” He asked. 


Phil took a step forward at that, and the Pythia flinched. Immediately, Phil held his hands up 
in mock surrender, his face softening. 


“T’m not going to hurt you,” Phil said, taking another much slower step towards him. “It was 
an accident. Techno and I both know that.” 


“T shouldn’t have looked back,” the Pythia argued. “If I hadn’t looked back-” 

Phil cut him off with, “Then Tommy would’ve been captured by the police, wouldn’t he?” 
The Pythia faltered, thinking back to Tommy’s shouts for the officer to get off of him. 

“T don’t know. Maybe,” Wilbur admitted. 


“Whether he would’ve been able to keep running on his own or not, you turned back to help 
him, right?” 


The Pythia’s throat started to close up. It didn’t matter why he did what he did. It cost Tommy 
his life. Not yet, but it would. And when it did, no reason in the world would be enough. 


The confession sat on the tip of his tongue. Guilt thrummed through him like a livewire, 
pushing the words up as Tommy’s terrified face flashed in his mind again and again and 
again. 


The vision had already come to pass. What did it matter? What did any of it matter anymore? 


“I had a vision about it,” he confessed, the oil slick words spilling out without warning. “I 
didn’t- I didn’t realize what was going on until it actually happened, but a few days ago I had 
a vision about us running through an alley with cops chasing us. And I just-” his voice 
cracked. “I thought I’d be able to avoid it. Because that’s what I’m supposed to do, right? I 
have to change the future, but I can t. I never can. Not to stop the ball, not to escape, not even 
to save my best friend-” 


His breathing hitched as he cut himself off, the blood roaring louder in his ears. He wrapped 
his arms around his chest, gasping as he fought for air. The oil coated the back of his throat, 
making every breath a struggle as he squeezed his eyes shut. 


“I just feel so fucking useless,” He murmured, curling in further on himself. “I thought the 
reason I never changed anything at the palace was because Schlatt never listened to my 
advice, but it has to be me. I’ve failed at my purpose for existing, and Tommy is the one who 
has to pay the price.” 


A pause. 


“It’s not fair,” Phil finally said, and although his eyes were closed, he could tell Phil was 
standing right in front of him now. 


Sucking in a sticky breath, he nodded. “It’s not fair to Tommy-” 
“No, I mean it’s not fair to either of you,” Phil cut in. 


Freezing, his eyes blinked open to meet Phil’s. The magic of his blindfold blurred Phil’s face 
ever so slightly, and he wondered what difference it would make if he could take the 
blindfold off around him as well. 


“What?” He forced out. 


“Pythia,” Phil said, making him wince again, “I’m not going to pretend to understand Clara 
and her ways, but I have no doubt that if you could’ve prevented that vision from coming 
true, you would’ve. You were put in an impossible situation. That vision seemed to do 
nothing but make you think you’re at fault for something you couldn’t prevent.” 


“But that’s what I’m supposed to do,” he whispered. “That’s what I was created for.” 
Phil stared at him for a few moments. The tapping against the Pythia’s ribs got worse. 
“Pythia,” Phil repeated. 


He tried to suppress it, but he must’ve made a face at the title again because Phil continued 
with, 


“You keep wincing every time I call you that. Why?” 
He took an unsteady breath. 


“It’s been... harder, to think of myself as that lately,” he confessed, his voice soft. “It’s my 
purpose, but-” he hesitated, unsure of what he was trying to say. 


Finally, he settled on, 

“T shouldn’t be it.” 

Phil considered this for a moment. 

“You shouldn’t be the Pythia, or you don’t want to be?” 


“When I was first chosen-” 


“I don’t mean back then. I’m asking if you don’t want to be the Pythia now,” Phil corrected. 
A beat. 
“I don’t want to answer that,” he said. 


“You're going to have to answer it eventually,” Phil pointed out, something concerned 
flashing in his eyes. “I can’t tell you much right now, but it won’t be long before things start 
moving very quickly. And you’re going to be involved whether you like it or not, so you need 
to get your thoughts straight soon.” 


The meeting Phil and Techno had last night. Whatever it was, it must have gone well if things 
were going to start moving forward now. In turn, this was going to bring a whole new wave 
of problems his way. 


“Why are you telling me all this?” He asked, head already starting to spin. “Just- why do you 
even care?” 


Staring at the blindfold, Phil reached out to rest his hands on his shoulders, just like he’d 
done with Tommy. 


“Because you have people here who care about you, mate,” Phil told him, his hands 
steadying in their warmth. “Me, Techno, Niki, and Tommy of course- we give a shit about 
you, okay?” 


Phil cared. Even after knowing what he did to Tommy, Phil still cared about him. Wilbur 
almost wanted to think he was lying, but he knew he wasn’t. 


“You don’t even know m-” He cut himself off, taking a breath as he shook his head. “You 
don’t even have anything to call me besides my title.” 


“Tommy does though, right?” Phil asked, raising an eyebrow. 
He frowned. “How did you know?” 
“Lucky guess,” Phil shrugged. “But I’m right. Tommy knows your name?” 


Clenching his jaw, he nodded. “He knows the name I used to go by, and calls me it when it’s 
just the two of us.” He paused, looking away from Phil’s face. “Niki does too.” 


Phil’s eyes widened at that. “Huh. Didn’t expect that one.” He dropped his hands from the 
Pythia’s shoulders and stepped back. “Either way, I might not know your name, but that 
doesn’t mean I can’t care about you. I don’t hate you for what happened last night, and I 
swear on my soul that no one is going to try and kill you for it.” 


Wilbur sucked in another unsteady breath. 
“You're not going to ask about... the name?” 


Phil gave him a small smile. “You’ll tell me when you’re ready, mate.” 


Oh. 


He wouldn’t say he was relieved at that, but it was certainly easier to breathe as he watched 
Phil walk over to the door. 


“You feeling up to getting some breakfast? If not, P1 tell Tommy to bring some back for 
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you. 


As tempting as it was, the Pythia knew that staying alone in his room was the worst thing he 
could do right now. The oil was still coating the back of his throat, but it was growing easier 
to ignore as the seconds ticked on. But as soon as Phil left, it would drown him from the 
inside out all over again. 


So instead, he nodded. “PI go.” 
Phil’s smile grew. “Alright.” 


With that, Phil led him to the cafeteria where Tommy had already settled himself with Tubbo, 
Aimsey, and Ranboo, while Techno was nowhere to be seen. As soon as Tommy spotted the 
Pythia, he jumped to his feet and ran over, with Phil giving him a small wave before turning 
to leave the way he came. 


Tommy ran up to the Pythia, buzzing with energy like always, but there was a weight 
pressing down on his shoulders that Wilbur was sure only he could see. 


“What happened?” Tommy asked in a low voice as soon as he got close. “Phil wasn’t a dick, 
right?” 


Swallowing down more of the oil, the Pythia shook his head. “No, he wasn’t.” 


For a moment, Tommy seemed unsure. His eyes narrowed at the blindfold, and Wilbur was 
unsettled when he realized Tommy could now imagine what his eyes looked like behind it. 


Then, 


“Okay. Techno told me I should go to Sam after we eat so I can get my lungs checked out 
again. Do you wanna come with? You don’t have to-“ 


“PI come,” the Pythia said, cutting Tommy off. 
Again, being left with his thoughts wasn’t a great idea right now. 


Despite the fact that Tommy hadn’t seemed worried, relief flashed over his face at that as he 
nodded. “Cool. So, uh, you okay with sitting with the others to eat?” 


The Pythia glanced over at the rug Tubbo, Aimsey, and Ranboo were settled on. Aimsey 
noticed his look and gave him a small wave, and when he considered the alternative option of 
making Tommy go sit with him in the corner to eat alone, he knew what he was going to say. 


“It’s fine.” 


Although Tommy didn’t voice any concerns, Wilbur knew what he was thinking when cool 
metal fingers squeezed his own before leading him over to the others. 


Breakfast was a blur. The Pythia didn’t pay much attention to the conversation at hand, 
instead putting his full focus on the mechanical gesture of scooping his soyeggs onto his fork 
before he ate them. The oil dripped down his throat with every bite, until it had settled back 
into his gut where it seemed to make its home. It was still dread, but a quieter kind. One that 
would linger in the back of his mind and make everything feel heavier than it should be. He 
could already tell it wasn’t going to go away anytime soon. Maybe not ever. 


At least not until the curse came to pass. 


Ranboo seemed to pick up on the fact that something was wrong faster than Aimsey did, 
which was surprising. He kept asking the Pythia questions to try and involve him in the 
conversation, but his head was too full of everything else going on to give more than single 
word answers. 


While he knew that Tommy was upset from the night before, he wouldn’t have been able to 
tell by looking at him. He joked around with his friends like nothing was wrong. His smiles 
were bright, he tilted his head back at everyone’s jokes—it was a stark contrast to how he’d 
been after his near death experience with Jack. The Pythia wondered why that was. Was it 
because unlike with Jack, only a few people were aware of what had happened so he had to 
keep up appearances? Or was there more to it than that? 


The Pythia didn’t know, and this unsettled him more than he cared to admit. 


Soon enough, the meal was over, and he and Tommy said their goodbyes to the others. 
Tommy told them he was going to Sam’s for a checkup, and although Tubbo’s brows 
furrowed, he didn’t question them as they left the cafeteria behind. 


As they stood outside the door to Sam’s workshop, the Pythia was surprised when anxiety 
began to buzz under his skin once again. When he tried to remember the last time he spoke to 
Sam directly, a chill ran down his spine as he realized that it was during the debate they had 
about whether or not to kill him. 


Fuck. It had been a while, then. Maybe he should’ve thought it over for longer when Tommy 
asked if he wanted to come with him or not. 


Tommy knocked on the door, meaning it was too late to turn back. Metal echoed against 
metal, and after a few seconds, the door swung open. 


“Tommy, Techno told me you were gonna stop-” Sam cut himself off when his eyes landed 
on the Pythia. He pressed his lips into a thin line, before looking back at Tommy. “Well, 
Techno said you were going to stop by. He didn’t say anything about the Pythia.” 


“Got a fucking problem?” Tommy snapped, making the Pythia’s eyebrows raise. 


Sam seemed surprised as well, blinking a few times before shaking his head. “Uh, no. It’s 
fine.” He spared another look at the Pythia, before gesturing for them to step inside. “Come 
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in. 


This was only his second time in Sam’s workshop. The first time was when he listened to 
Sam talk to Tommy about his lungs, which was what gave him the idea for his botched 
escape attempt. 


Another spike of nausea accompanied the memory of Tommy ’s terrified eyes when the Pythia 
had his hand pinned over his mouth. 


Shaking his head to get rid of the mental image, he followed Tommy into the workshop, 
hanging back near the wall as Tommy walked over to the stone bench and shoved Sam’s 
scrap metal aside. Then, he hoisted himself up, and Sam only sighed as he moved to grab a 
scanner out of his desk, before walking back to Tommy. 


“What did Techno tell you?” Tommy asked as Sam fiddled with the settings on the scanner. 


“That you had some issues with your lungs when you were out last night,” Sam told him. “He 
didn’t give me any details, but Quackity told me that a raid happened. Did it have anything to 
do with that?” 


Tommy tensed, glancing at the Pythia before focusing back on Sam. “Uh, yeah.” He paused, 
furrowing his brows. “We got chased by cops and my lungs started acting up at one point. We 
got away in the end though.” 


Sam paused his fiddling with the scanner. “We?” 
“Yeah. Me and him,” Tommy said, pointing to the Pythia. “Before you get all pissy he’s not-” 


“Oh, don’t worry. Phil told me he’s staying here of his own free will now,” Sam cut him off, 
although there was a sarcastic lilt to his voice that told the Pythia he didn’t quite believe what 
he was saying. 


“He is,” Tommy confirmed. “And he’s the reason I didn’t get grabbed by the cops when my 
lungs fucked me over last night.” 


Which is also the reason you re going to die, the Pythia thought to himself, curling his hands 
into fists. 


At this, Sam raised an eyebrow in genuine surprise. “Huh. I suppose that makes sense, it’s 
just... unexpected.” 


“Unexpected because you think he’d just leave me for dead?” Tommy challenged. “Because 
he wouldn’t. He’s my friend.” 


“Tommy, I’m not trying to accuse him of anything,” Sam said, sounding tired. 
“Sure fucking sounds like it.” 


“Tommy,” the Pythia jumped in, “it’s fine. Seriously.” 


“In case you forgot, the last time you talked to him he was saying-” 
“Believe me, I didn’t forget,” the Pythia shot back, narrowing his eyes behind his blindfold. 


At this, Sam winced. He looked between Tommy and the Pythia, before sighing again and 
setting down his scanner. 


“Are we going to get into this again?” Sam asked. 
The Pythia shook his head. “Trust me, I’d rather not.” 


“The fuck do you mean, ‘get into this again’? You mean you still wanna debate if we should 
kill him or not?” Tommy snapped, glaring at Sam now. “Last night he could’ve run right up 
to those cops and told him who he was, and I’d be dead in a jail cell by now. But I’m not. I’m 
here, and I’m alive thanks to him. So either you shut the fuck up-” 


“That’s enough, Tommy,” the Pythia interrupted, “Just let him do his work.” 


Although Tommy looked like he wanted to argue, after a beat of staring down the blindfold, 
he let out a breath and nodded. 


Sam, who had gone silent while they spoke, turned to pick up the scanner again and pointed 
it at Tommy. 


“Alright, can you lift your shirt for me?” 
Tommy frowned. “I thought the scanner works through it.” 
“It does, but I can get a more sensitive read if there’s fewer obstructions,” Sam explained. 


Nodding, Tommy reached for the hem of his shirt and pulled it off. Sam pointed the scanner 
at his chest and began to run it, but the Pythia found himself distracted by something snaking 
across Tommy’s ribs. 


It was that vine tattoo he’d noticed on Tommy’s chest when he’d been treating the injuries he 
got after the supply run with Jack. There’d been so much going on at the time he’d forgotten 
about it till now, but just like he suspected, it ran across his entire torso. 


The vines were shaded in a way that made it looked like they wove between his ribs. They 
wrapped around the front of his chest, before being drawn to look like they disappeared under 
the skin at his sides. The Pythia didn’t remember Tommy mentioning that tattoo when he first 
told him about all his near death experiences, and he wondered if that meant it wasn’t a Death 
tattoo and just something he got for the aesthetics. 


He was fairly sure Tommy’s only tattoos were Death tattoos though. Which meant that either 
Tommy just hadn’t mentioned this one to him when he’d first been explaining his tattoos, 
or... 


It was one he got after that conversation they had about the Death tattoos. A conversation that 
happened during his first few days in the temple. 


Before he could think about the tattoo longer though, the scanner beeped, and Tommy was 
pulling his shirt back on as Sam read the screen. 


“Alright, it seems like things are mostly the same as the last time I ran a scan. It’s degraded a 
little more, but not enough to justify an emergency repair or anything,” Sam explained, 
putting the scanner off to the side again. “It definitely needs to be fixed, but supplies are tight 
right now, especially with the protests going on. So it’s gonna be a while before I get the 
materials I need to properly upgrade them.” 


“So there’s nothing you can do? Not even a minor repair or anything?” Tommy asked. 


Sam shook his head. “Your lungs are not very stable, Tommy. If I try to do anything without 
the proper materials already on hand, things could get so screwed up, you’d have to lug an 
oxygen tank around with you to breathe until I can build full replacements.” 


Tommy’s face blanched. “Uh, yeah, I’d rather not.” 


“Figured you wouldn’t wanna go for that,” Sam huffed, folding his arms over his chest. “The 
best advice I can offer you right now is to try and minimize any strain on your lungs.” 


“So basically what I’ve already been doing?” 
“I wouldn't call running from police minimizing strain,” Sam pointed out. 


Groaning, Tommy hopped off the stone bench and shoved past Sam to the door. “Thanks for 
nothing then.” 


“Tommy-” 


“C’mon, let’s go,” Tommy said to the Pythia, ignoring Sam as he opened the door and 
stormed out. 


The Pythia lingered in the doorway, watching the resignation grow across Sam’s face like it 
was a familiar expression for him to wear. 


Noticing that he was still there, Sam stared at the Pythia for a moment before saying, “I don’t 
regret what I said before, but it was probably a good thing Phil and Techno decided not to kill 
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you. 
At this, Wilbur frowned. 


“You know, I’m sure you thought that was a good thing to say, but it really just makes you 
sound like an asshole,” he pointed out. 


Sam considered this for a moment before sighing. “That’s not the first time I’ve been told 
that.” 


Unsure of what to say to that, the Pythia nodded before following Tommy out of the 
workshop. 


Tommy was scowling as he waited for the door to shut behind the Pythia. He looped their 
arms together, then started leading him back to their rooms without saying a word. And of 
course the Pythia followed. 


The moment they stepped out into the main chamber though, a new voice was calling out. 
“Tommy! Over here!” 


They looked up at the same time, and the Pythia saw Phil standing by Kristin’s statue. He 
was waving them over, Techno at his side, and although Tommy practically had a stormcloud 
brewing above his head he didn’t make any noise of protest as the Pythia steered them 
towards the two men. 


“Did you see Sam?” Phil asked as soon as they approached. 


Tommy nodded. “Yeah, and he said he can’t do shit until he gets more materials, but the 
protests are getting in the way of that.” 


Beside him, Techno frowned. “That’s rough. He told me he probably wouldn’t be able to do 
much, but I figured it was worth getting checked out anyway.” 


The scowl on Tommy’s face faded as he pulled his arm out of the Pythia’s. “It’s whatever. 
Not like there’s anything we can do about it right now.” 


“No, there’s not,” Phil agreed, shaking his head. 


He paused for a moment, looking between Tommy and the Pythia, before his gaze settled on 
Tommy. 


“Tom, I know we got a bit distracted this morning, but we need to go talk in the adyton.” 
Tommy’s eyes widened. “Wait, about-” 


“Our meeting last night, yes,” Phil nodded. “So c’mon, let’s go. There’s a lot I gotta fill you 
in on.” 


As Phil turned to head to the adyton, Tommy glanced back, reaching for the Pythia’s hand. 
“He’s not comin’ with you,” Techno cut in. 

The Pythia wasn’t surprised. Tommy, however, stiffened like he’d been shocked. 

“What?” 

Phil sighed. “Tommy, you know why he can’t come with.” 

“But- No, he’s not gonna rat us out. You guys know that-” 

“It’s not about that,” Techno told him. 


Tommy narrowed his eyes. “So what, it’s because of his fucking title then?” 


“It’s because he’s not a Deathling,” Phil corrected, flashing the Pythia an apologetic look. 
“Like I said before, you’re going to find out what’s going on eventually. But that can’t be 
today.” 


Ignoring the buzzing under his skin once again, the Pythia shrugged. “It’s fine. I get it.” 


And he did. Whatever Phil was going to fill Tommy in on, it almost definitely involved the 
highest level of whatever the Deathling’s current machinations were. It wasn’t that they 
couldn’t trust him. It was like Phil said—he just wasn’t a Deathling. 


He understood. He wasn’t one of them. 
“Seriously, I’m good, Tommy,” he reassured his friend. “Just go.” 


Although Tommy seemed unsure, after a beat, he huffed and turned to follow Phil. The 
Pythia watched the two of them disappear down the hall to the adyton, before he slumped 
back against the base of Kristin’s statue and let out a deep sigh. 


Everything in his mind was scattered now. His thoughts, his feelings, his memories—they 
were all bouncing off the walls of his skull at random, with everything overshadowed by the 
dread still sitting deep inside of him. 


There was movement from the corner of his eye. He jumped, having forgotten that Techno 
didn’t go with Phil and Tommy. 


“I’m trying to convince Phil to bring you into the loop sooner rather than later, but he doesn’t 
wanna jump the gun, y’know?” Techno said, folding his arms over his chest as he leaned 
against the stone beside him. 

The Pythia blinked. “Wait, you want Phil to tell me what’s going on?” 

Techno nodded. “Yup. Unless you’re the greatest actor in the world, you’ve made it pretty 
clear you’re not gonna work against us anytime soon, so I don’t see much point in keeping 


you in the dark now that things are starting to move.” 


Snorting, the Pythia folded his arms over his chest. “Who knows? Maybe I am the greatest 
actor in the world, but my talents were wasted in politics instead of film studios.” 


“Eh, we’re not at awards season yet. We can probably get you an agent in a few days if we 
find some good headshots,” Techno joked. 


“Pretty sure the closest things I have to headshots are my ID pictures from my government 
files.” 


Techno chuckled. “Mugshots. Nice.” 


Instead of saying that the ID photos taken of him when he was a child weren’t mugshots, he 
just laughed along with Techno for a few moments before both of them fell silent again. 


“How attached are you to the government?” Techno asked after a few moments. 


While the question was out of the blue, he wasn’t surprised about it. Instead, he could only 
think about how there were two ways he could answer this. One was correct, and the other 
was not. 


On a normal day, the Pythia would’ve shoved the other answer into the back of his mind, and 
repeated the words that had been drilled into his head when he was twelve years old. Because 
those were the right answers. Those were the answers that reminded whoever he was 
speaking to of his loyalty to Her. 


But this wasn’t a normal day. Arguably, all sense of normalcy went out the window several 
months ago when he was kidnapped at the ball. But today of all days was not normal, 
because it hadn’t even been a full twenty-four hours since he’d killed his best friend. Nothing 
else mattered besides that. Not really. Not anymore. 


“Which answer do you want?” He asked, deciding to let Techno choose which one he said. 
“Do you want the Pythia’s answer, or the other one?” 


Techno considered this. 


“Both.” 


“Well, as the Pythia, I have to point out that the government is the vehicle by which Clara 
guides Her people. Therefore, I owe the government my loyalty and support, so that I can 
follow Clara’s Will and all that bullshit.” 


A beat. 
“And the other?” 


“That government never did anything to help me,” Wilbur said, his chest heating up as anger 
warmed his veins. “There was never enough food—not in the group home or on the street. 
No one ever gave a single shit about me until suddenly everyone gave a shit about me, and 
then I was dragged to the palace and made into a pretty decoration. A caged pet to show off, 
but never to listen to.” Bitter laughter bubbled up out of his throat. “So take a wild fucking 
guess how I feel about the government, Techno.” 


His heart pounded in his ears again, but it wasn’t out of fear this time. No, it was out of anger. 
“Well that’s good to know,” Techno said after a few beats. “Like Phil said, we’re gonna fill 
you in on things eventually. But in the meantime, just know that the institution is going to get 
what’s coming to it.” 

Wilbur glanced over at Techno. “What do you mean?” 

“I mean this government’s failures have hurt a lot of people,” Techno shrugged. “It’s hurt the 
entire population, obviously it’s hurt us Deathlings, and it’s hurt you. And we’re going to do 


something about it.” 


And it’s hurt you. 


It was basically the same thing Wilbur said, but he’d never thought of it in such simple terms. 
The government and the institution of Clara that was tied to it had hurt him. It wasn’t a 
question. 


Now, Techno was promising him that consequences were coming. And for some reason, he 
got the urge to smile thinking about that. 


He didn’t. But the urge was there. 


“I don’t get how you can say things like that to me after what I did,” Wilbur confessed after a 
minute of silence. “I’ve hurt you, Phil, and Tommy way worse with my own fuck up than 
anything that was done to me.” 


Sighing, Techno pushed off the base of the statue to stand face to face with Wilbur. 


“First off, you can’t compare hurt like that, kid. That’s like trying to say a burn hurts worse 
than a stab wound, when the two are totally different kinds of pain you can’t really compare,” 
Techno argued, his red eyes boring into Wilbur’s blindfold. “Second off, anyone with eyes 
can see that you’d never hurt Tommy on purpose. You were trying to help him. We can’t fault 
you for that.” 


The heat in his chest grew stronger as the words sunk in. Phil had basically said the same 
thing to him, but that was Phil. Techno didn’t mince words, and he wouldn’t soften the truth 
to spare his feelings. 


Although he was furious at himself for the mistake he’d made, he found his anger being 
directed at something else. Frustration bubbled under his skin as he thought back to the vision 
Clara had sent him. How useless She had been in preventing any of this from happening. 


Now, Wilbur was starting to understand what Phil meant when he said it wasn’t fair. Maybe it 
was his fault, but he fucking tried. It didn’t mean anything in the end though. It should’ve 
meant something, but it didn’t. 


“This isn’t fucking fair,” Wilbur muttered, digging his nails into his palm. 
Techno shook his head. “It’s not.” 


Wilbur took an unsteady breath. His chest was burning, and for a brief moment, the iron vice 
around his lungs melted away as he squeezed his eyes shut. 


“T think-” His voice broke, and he winced. “I’m angry with Her.” 


He was angry. Yet, his bird wasn’t burning as the flames danced between his ribs. Instead, it 
was fanning the fire with its wings, singing all the while as the anger nestled itself between 
the bone shards in his lungs. 


Techno hummed. 


“Td be angry too, if I were you.” 


Wilbur let out a breath he didn’t even realize he was holding at that. 
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As always, routine resumed sooner rather than later. 


The next few days were far more normal than the Pythia expected them to be. After talking it 
over with Phil and Techno, they both agreed it was Tommy’s decision whether or not he 
wanted to tell anyone else about the curse. And Tommy had no qualms about keeping things 
quiet, so Phil and Techno remained the only two in the temple besides Tommy and the Pythia 
who knew the full extent of what happened in the alley that night. 


Tommy said this was because he didn’t want any of the other Deathlings to get worried about 
him, or to risk being treated differently. While that might’ve been true in part, the Pythia had 
a feeling it was more about keeping the others from blaming him. Especially Tubbo, who he 
doubted would make peace with him a second time if he found out Tommy was cursed to die 
early because of him. 


Once again, they were in a waiting game. Both because of the curse, but also because of Phil 
and Techno’s impending plans. 


The Pythia had no idea how Tommy was able to keep up appearances so well when they were 
around the others. He continued to tease Ranboo, bicker with Tubbo, laugh with Aimsey— 
but when it was just the two of them, his smile would disappear. Wilbur would take off the 
blindfold and the two would sit on his bed, quietly talking about whatever they could to keep 
their minds off the reality of their situation. 


But that was the only time Tommy let his true feelings show. Otherwise, he’d mastered the 
art of plastering on a smile and pretending like everything was fine. 


At least, that’s what the Pythia thought. Until now. 


“Watch where you’re going, Jack,” Tommy snapped, vitriol dripping from his words. 


It had been a normal day. He and Tommy ate breakfast in the cafeteria with Tubbo, Aimsey, 
and Ranboo, before being put on dish duty together. Tommy’s long chore days with Techno 
had stopped for the time being, but whether that was because Phil and Techno decided to take 
it easy on him in the wake of the curse, or for the fact that Techno was too busy preparing 
things with Phil to supervise Tommy all the time, the Pythia wasn’t sure. 


After the dishes, Aimsey asked them both if they wanted to play card games, so Tommy and 
the Pythia spent the afternoon sitting in Aimsey’s room playing silly games with Aimsey, 
Ranboo, and Tubbo. 


Then, dinner came. Again, everything seemed normal. Tommy looked like he was in a great 
mood, and while the Pythia had been quieter since everything happened, he’d enjoyed 
playing the card games. While he couldn’t forget, he’d been able to push Tommy’s imminent 
demise out of his mind just for a little bit, and it had been a breath he desperately needed to 
take. 


They finished their food. Tommy and the Pythia returned their plates to the front, but before 
they could leave the cafeteria, Jack shoved past Tommy with Niki close on his heels. The 
shoulder-check made Tommy stumble, but before the Pythia could help steady him- 


Well, the string that had been tugging Tommy’s mouth into a smile all day finally snapped. 
“What?” Jack asked, looking over his shoulder with a frown. 


“I said to watch where you’re walking,” Tommy spat, narrowing his eyes. “I nearly fucking 
fell over just now.” 


Jack stared at Tommy for a beat, before he turned on his heel to face him fully. “Thought you 
weren’t afraid of falls, Tom.” 


Tommy tensed, and the Pythia could feel electric crackling in the air as a stormcloud brewed 
above their heads. 


“Well, you’re wrong. I was scared shitless by that fall,” Tommy shot back, and everyone 
knew he wasn’t talking about Jack shoving past him just now. 


“Then how the fuck do you think I felt?!” Jack suddenly shouted, his voice echoing off the 
stone walls. “You knew what you were doing, and you were scared. How do you think it was 
for me to not know what the hell was going on? How do you think I felt getting grabbed by 
someone I thought was my friend, and thrown off a fucking roof?!” 


Everyone else in the cafeteria fell dead silent. From the corner of his eye, the Pythia saw 
Tubbo push to his feet to make his way over to the four of them. 


“T was trying to help you!” Tommy shouted back, his hands curling into fists. “I know I 
fucked up, okay? But I told you that was our only way out!” 


Both Tommy and Jack had stepped closer to each other now. Niki was hovering at Jack’s 
side, and when the Pythia did the same with Tommy, he realized he and Niki were almost 
standing shoulder to shoulder. 


On the other side of Tommy and Jack, Tubbo was inching forward, his eyes darting between 
the two boys like he was preparing to jump in between them at any moment. 


“I’m fucking sick of how you always make everything about yourself,” Jack snapped, his 
eyes blazing. “You were scared of jumping off that roof. You were trying to help me. You 
knew it was our only way out. What about me, huh? I’m the one who nearly got fucking 
murdered by you!” 


Jack was shoving his finger into Tommy’s chest now as he spoke. Tommy’s shoulders were 
shaking, and he looked like he was just barely holding himself back from darting forward to 
deck Jack in the face. 


Deciding that this was enough, the Pythia went to push them apart- 
Only to be pulled back by a hand on his arm. 


“Don’t get involved,” Niki told him, yanking him down so she could whisper in his ear. “If 
you jump in, I have to jump in, and I really don’t want it to come to that.” 


...Shit. Niki had a point. The tentative peace they’d made with each other only stood as long 
as they avoided any conflict involving Jack and Tommy. 


Tommy was this close to punching Jack in the face. The Pythia could tell. But if he threw 
himself into the ring to defend Tommy, Niki would have to do the same for Jack, and then 
where would that leave them? The last thing he wanted was to get into a fight with Niki, but 
alarm bells were blaring in his mind as Jack’s eyes narrowed with rage. 


“Fucking Death below, do you ever stop complaining?!” Tommy exclaimed. “You say it’s 
always about me, but you never stop going on about yourself! You’re not the only one who’s 
nearly been killed by someone here, you’re just the only one who won’t shut the fuck up 
about it!” 


Nearly been killed by someone here. Even though he didn’t so much as glance in the Pythia’s 
direction, everyone knew Tommy was talking about him. 


The Pythia wasn’t sure what was worse though. Being reminded of the time he tried to kill 
Tommy, or that he was the only person who knew Tommy could be referring to two instances 
instead of one. That realization made his chest ache. 


“I’m allowed to be upset that you tried to kill me!” Jack argued. 
“You can get over it!” 


That seemed to be the straw that broke the camel’s back. 


Jack lunged, and Tommy jerked back, though not fast enough. But before his fist could make 
contact with Tommy’s skin- 


“Stop it!” Tubbo cut in, yanking Jack back by the arms. 
“Tubbo, what the fuck?!” Jack exclaimed, trying to twist out of Tubbo’s grip. “Let me go!” 


“Not gonna do that,” Tubbo said, grunting as he dragged Jack away from Tommy. “I’m all for 
dinner and a show but both of you need to chill the fuck out.” 


While Jack kept struggling, Tommy had gone completely still. His eyes were wide, his hands 
still curled into fists at his sides. He made no moves towards Jack, but he made no moves to 
get away either. He only stared—like he was struggling to piece together what just happened. 


“Fucking hell- Niki! Do something!” Jack protested, his eyes falling on where Niki and the 
Pythia were still standing side by side. 


Niki shook her head, her eyes cold. “It’s not worth it, Jack. Not today.” 


And that seemed to do the trick. Jack stopped fighting Tubbo, a scowl twisting his face as he 
went limp against the shorter boy. Tubbo again grunted under Jack’s weight, but pulled him a 
few more steps back before pushing him up to his feet. 


Of course, right then a new voice called out. 
“What the fuck did I miss this time?” 


The Pythia tensed at the sound of Phil’s voice, as everyone’s heads turned to find Phil 
standing by the entrance to the room. His arms were folded over his chest, his brows 
furrowed as he glanced between Jack, Tubbo, Niki, the Pythia, and finally Tommy. 


For a moment, no one spoke. Phil raised an eyebrow in silent question, taking a few more 
steps into the room. 


“Well?” Phil pushed. “Someone fess up.” 


“Jack and Tommy nearly got into a fight,” Ranboo jumped in from where he and Aimsey 
were still sitting next to their plates. “Tubbo broke it up.” 


Pinching the bridge of his nose, Phil sighed as he shook his head. “Fucking great. Just what 
we need.” He moved so he was standing in between Jack and Tommy, and although Jack had 
stopped fighting, Tubbo still had his arms pinned behind his back. “Who started it?” Phil then 
asked. 


“Tommy did,” Jack immediately snapped. “I bumped into him by accident and he just 
fucking went off on me for no reason.” 


Anger flared in the Pythia’s chest at the lie, and despite the warning look Niki shot him from 
the corner of his eye, he found himself speaking up anyway. 


“That’s not true,” he cut in, the buzz under his skin growing when he noticed the way 
Tommy’s shoulders had hunched. “Jack didn’t bump into Tommy by accident. He nearly 
knocked Tommy over.” 


Phil narrowed his eyes. “Was it really an accident, Jack?” 
Jack scoffed. “C’mon Phil, are you really gonna listen to Tommy’s shadow over me?” 
“Jack, ” Niki snapped, her voice as sharp as a razor. “Don’t call him that.” 


Blinking once, Jack’s frown faltered as he glanced at the Pythia. “Okay, look, I didn’t mean it 
like- you know what I was trying to say. He’s biased.” 


Although he was grateful for Niki standing up for him, the Pythia really didn’t give a shit 
about what Jack said. He was focused on Tommy. Tommy, who still hadn’t said anything 
since Jack had nearly attacked him. Tommy, who almost seemed like he was trying to make 
himself smaller behind Phil, despite the fact that he was several inches taller than him. 


“Drop the petty fucking insults, Jack. I get what you’re trying to say,” Phil said, sounding like 
his last string of patience had broken a long time ago. “Did anyone else see what happened? 
Niki, you can’t answer this one either.” 


“Fair enough,” Niki muttered. 


“I didn’t see what happened till after Jack and Tommy started yelling, but Sam and Ponk are 
right there,” Tubbo pointed out, gesturing to the rug the two men were sitting on only a few 
feet away from the group. “Did you guys see?” 


Eyes darting between Jack, Tommy, and Phil, Ponk adjusted his mask before speaking up. 


“Uh, well, I wasn’t paying close attention but... it did look like Jack knocked into him pretty 
hard.” 


“But Tommy escalated it,” Niki suddenly cut in. 


The Pythia shot Niki a dirty look, before remembering she wouldn’t be able to see it with the 
blindfold. It was probably better that way anyway. After all, it was only fair. He got to put his 
own two cents into the argument, so Niki did too. Now they were even. 


“I wouldn’t say he’s the one that escalated it,” Tubbo argued, having finally let go of Jack. 
“Tommy pointed out that Jack shoved him, Jack is the one who brought up everything else.” 


“And things just got worse from there I’m guessing?” Phil asked. 
Tubbo nodded, and Phil dragged a hand down his face. 


“For fuck’s sake,” he muttered. “Who tried to attack the other first? I have my guess, but I 
want to hear it from one of you.” 


“It was Jack,” Sam said quietly, making everyone’s heads turn to him. 


Phil raised an eyebrow. “And you didn’t think to step in at any point before then, Sam?” 


“Well, no, not-” Sam stuttered, looking embarrassed. After a beat, he sighed and shook his 
head. “No, I didn’t feel like it was my place to get involved.” 


Letting out a deep breath, Phil shook his head, taking a moment to look between Jack and 
Tommy again. His eyes lingered on Tommy though, and the Pythia knew he had to be seeing 
the same things he was. The tension lining Tommy’s shoulders. The tightness in his jaw. 


A few beats passed. Then, Phil turned back to Jack. 
“Jack, you’re on dish duty every day for the next week.” 
“Wh- But Phil-” 


“Tommy’s going to come with me to my office so I can speak to him in private,” Phil 
continued, ignoring Jack’s protests. 


When no one made any moves after Phil finished speaking, he wrapped an arm around 
Tommy’s shoulder and began to steer him out of the cafeteria. 


“Show’s over! All of you need to fuck off now!” 


With that, the spell over the group seemed to break. The Pythia watched as Phil led Tommy 
out of the room, jaw clenching when Tommy looked back over his shoulder to meet the 
Pythia’s blindfold. 


Tommy gave him a small nod, which he knew was meant to tell him he was okay. But even 
still, Wilbur had to hold himself back from following him and Phil even though he knew that 
if Phil wanted him to come along, he would’ve told him. 


From the corner of his eye, he watched Niki walk over to Jack. The two of them exchanged a 
few quiet words, and the Pythia pretended not to feel Jack’s eyes on him as he turned to leave 
the cafeteria himself. 


Although it was unlikely, he considered trying to find Techno to ask if he could go to 
Quackity’s bar. As soon as he had the idea though, his heart skipped a beat in his chest, 
remembering the sound of police shouting as he and Tommy were practically thrown out into 
the alley. 


Tommy wouldn’t be with him. If there was another raid, he’d be out on the streets by himself 
if Quackity couldn’t get him back into the temple in time. He tried to imagine coming face to 
face with a police officer, struggling to explain who he was and what he was doing out there 
without making the officer want to scan his face. It wouldn’t work. He knew that already. 


His breathing sped up as he imagined running through the streets without Tommy’s hand 
wrapped around his own. Pushing through those crowds, the neon glow of billboards blinding 
him as he tried to pretend like he belonged with all those other people. Like he was a person, 
and not a vessel wishing he was anything but. 


So caught up in his thoughts, he didn’t realize he’d stopped walking until there was a hand on 
his arm. 


“Hey, you okay?” Niki asked, metal fingers resting on his elbow. 


Jolting in surprise, he snapped his head towards Niki, blinking a few times before realizing 
he’d been standing in the middle of the hallway right outside the cafeteria. 


“Fuck, Niki.” He took another breath and tried to shake off the panic as his what if s faded 
into the background. “Sorry, I zoned out there for a second.” 


“It’s fine. I wanted to talk to you anyway so I’m glad you were still out here.” 


Grounding himself in the present again, the Pythia looked around for any sign of Jack. He 
was nowhere to be seen though. 


“Where’s Jack?” He asked. 
“Starting on dish duty,” Niki huffed, glancing back into the cafeteria. 
“I’m sure he’s not thrilled about that,” the Pythia said, folding his arms over his chest. 


Niki shook her head. “Trust me, he’s not.” She paused for a moment, focusing back on the 
Pythia’s blindfold. “You need to get a hold on Tommy though. You and I both know if Jack 
hadn’t lunged first, Tommy would’ve.” 


The Pythia scoffed. “I tried to do that, but you told me not to get involved. Besides, I think 
also both know that Jack was itching for that fight way more than Tommy was.” 


Niki glared at him, but after a beat, she sighed and nodded. “That’s true. Jack knew what he 
was doing when he bumped into Tommy.” Taking another breath, she brushed her hair out of 
her face before meeting the Pythia’s gaze again. “Look, can we just move on like that never 
happened? I’ve been trying to catch you alone for a few days now but you’ ve always been 
with Tommy.” 


That made sense. The two of them had been inseparable the past few days, especially since 
Tommy had been taken off his intensive chore schedule. Although the Pythia had first 
thought that Tommy wouldn’t want to be around him after... everything, it was exactly the 
opposite. They spent entire days wandering around the temple together, and when it came to 
the evenings, Tommy had only slept in his own room once since he’d been cursed. He kept 
saying he didn’t mean to fall asleep in Wilbur’s room, but Wilbur knew there was more to it 
than that. 


Maybe knowing he could die any day was giving him nightmares, or maybe it was just a 
general fear of being alone with that threat looming over his head, but either way Wilbur 
could read Tommy well enough to know he didn’t want to sleep by himself. And Wilbur 
certainly wasn’t complaining. Every time he fell asleep, he found himself terrified of 
receiving another vision. What would it be this time? What would he learn about the future 


that would torment him as he tried to figure out how to prevent it, only to fail like he always 
did? 


Tommy didn’t make those fears disappear. If anything, the fears were stronger with him 
around. But Wilbur still found it easier to sleep knowing that if he woke up from another 
horrifying vision, he wouldn’t have to try and process it on his own. 


However, he’d been so wrapped up in worrying about Tommy the past few days that he 
hadn’t been paying any attention to the others in the temple. Niki included. 


“Sorry,” he mumbled. 


Niki shook her head. “You don’t have to apologize. I heard you guys got chased a bit the 
other day, so I get being shaken up from that.” 


Wilbur stiffened. “What did you hear?” 


Niki didn’t know, right? The only way she could’ve found out would’ve been if Phil or 
Techno told her, but they knew that Tommy didn’t want to share what happened with anyone 
else. But Techno and Niki were close. What if he told her anyway? Was it because they knew 
he and Niki were friends? Why wouldn’t she say anything until- 


“Only that you guys got chased by the cops,” Niki answered, jolting the Pythia out of his 
spiral. “It’s happened to all of us, but I’m sure it freaked you out since you’re not used to it 
like we are.” 


Oh. Thank fuck. 
“Uh, yeah, it wasn’t great,” the Pythia said, fiddling with the cuffs of his sleeves. 
A beat passed, Niki waiting for him to say more. He didn’t. 


“Well, Pm glad you’re okay. And like I said, I get why you’d be a bit freaked out after that, 
so I was fine with waiting,” Niki said, giving him a small smile. “But since we have some 
time now, I’ve been wanting to tell you I finished that thing you asked for.” 


Oh. Holy shit. The sketch.The Pythia had completely forgotten about that in the chaos of the 
past few days. 


“Can I see it?” He asked, his heart rate picking up. 


Niki’s smile grew. “Of course. We gotta go to my place though, that’s where I left my 
sketchbook.” 


“Okay.” 


With that, Niki looped her arm through his, and led him down the hall and towards her tattoo 
parlor. They passed under the starry ceiling and through the metal door, the Pythia’s skin 
buzzing louder and louder with every step. He wasn’t sure what he was worried about more. 
What he would do if he didn’t like it, or what he would do if he did. 


Letting go of his arm to shut the door behind them, Niki beelined for her sketchbook which 
was sitting open on top of her desk. Then, she gestured for the Pythia to sit down in the 
beanbags next to her desk, and once they were settled she moved her beanbag over so they 
were shoulder to shoulder. 


“So, something I want to say before I show the design I made for you,” Niki began, balancing 
the sketchbook on her knee. “First off, there’s no pressure here. I know you said you weren’t 
sure about getting a tattoo, so if you don’t want it, that’s fine. Second off, don’t worry about 
hurting my feelings. If you do want a tattoo from me but there’s something you dislike about 
the design, then tell me what it is so I can change it.” 


“Okay,” the Pythia said, his heart pounding as he stared at the notebook. “I’m just- I’m only 
considering it.” 


“Of course,” Niki nodded. “Like I said, Wilbur, there’s no pressure.” 


He blinked hearing Niki use his name again, but felt some of the anxiety on his shoulders lift 
ever so slightly. It was better than having her call him the Pythia. Especially right now. 
Especially regarding what they were talking about. 


With that, Niki opened up the sketchbook to a page she’d marked with a plastic pink tab. She 
hid the notebook from him for a moment, eyes darting over the page before giving it a single 
nod. Then, she held it out for him to see. 


Oh. 
It was a bird with two heads. Two birds, depending on how you looked at it. 


The birds had a line of black painted across their eyes, black tail feathers, and black lining the 
edges of their wings. Both of their beaks were hooked at the end, which he remembered 
hearing once meant that it was a bird of prey, despite the fact that these birds looked like 
songbirds. 


The black lines of Niki’s pen showed something that wasn’t meant to be separated, but was 
trying to be anyway. The left head was limp, lolling forward with its wing hanging down as a 
thorny branch stuck out of its chest. Its visible eye was open, but glassy. Ink blood stained the 
edges of the thorns, but it wasn’t colored in. The liquid the bird was bleeding wasn’t dark. It 
was... almost bright. Unnatural. Wilbur absently traced the edges of his own chest. It was 
dying—at least, if it wasn’t already dead. 


The right head was the complete opposite. There was no arrow piercing its chest. There was 
no blood dripping down onto the page. Instead, the right bird looked as though it was 
attempting to pull away from the left bird. Its one wing was spread, trying to catch the wind. 
Hooked beak half open, it was fighting to free itself from the half of it that was trapped. It 
wasn’t dying. It was alive. Painfully, terribly alive. 


Despite the violence, it wasn’t macabre. The way Niki drew the birds lended itself to 
something less like flesh and blood, and more like the kind of strange creature you’d see in a 
dream. Mesmerizing, almost. 


“What type of bird is this?” Wilbur whispered, a phantom pain spreading through his chest 
when his eyes flickered back to the left bird. 


“A shrike,” Niki told him. 
The songbird that impaled its prey on thorns. A hunter with a pretty song. 


I think it’s a nice reminder not to underestimate people, Niki had told him the day she showed 
him her sketches of shrikes. 


The shrike was trapped. Part of it was laying down to die, while the other was trying to free 
itself. 


He stared at the thorns protruding from the left shrike’s chest, tracing his fingers over his ribs 
where he’d felt his bird pierce its beak through the bone before. 


“It’s fucking incredible, Niki,” he said, moving his hand to trace the thorns. “I think... there’s 
only one thing I’d change about it.” 


“Yeah?” 


Closing his eyes for a moment, Wilbur felt his bird pecking at his ribs once again. But this 
time it wasn’t trying to get his attention. It wasn’t screaming. It was rattling the bars of a 
cage. 


“Instead of thorns, do you think it could be impaled by a rib bone?” He asked. 
Niki raised an eyebrow. “Human?” 
“Yes.” 


Smiling again, Niki nodded. “You'll have to give me a day to find some references, but I 
think I could manage that.” 


Chest rattling as he sucked in a breath, Wilbur nodded back before he focused on the design 
again. His bird let out a soft croon as he looked over the sweeping ink lines again, as a 
realization settled over him like something warm. 


He liked it. A lot. 
“Where do you think you want it?” Niki asked after a moment. 
Where did he want it? 


Seconds ticked by as his eyes lingered on the design. This two-headed bird was a 
representation of himself. These were the two sides of the bird living inside his chest. The 
one that wasn’t supposed to be there because he was meant to be hollow. 


If he got this tattooed on his body, it would be more than just breaking Clara’s tenets. It 
would be a declaration. One he couldn’t undo. 


A few months ago, the Pythia would’ve panicked realizing how badly he wanted that tattoo. 
Hell, even a few weeks ago he would’ve spiraled at that. But right now, all Wilbur could feel 
was the soft birdsong echoing off the walls of his ribcage. 


“T- I need to think about it,” he stammered, shoving the sketchbook back onto Niki’s lap as he 
pushed to his feet. 


“That’s fine,” Niki said, setting the sketchbook aside as she followed him to the door. “But 
are you okay, Wil?” 


Blinking, Wilbur focused again on the birdsong. On the fact that his heart was pounding, but 
not with panic. On the now familiar heat that was crawling up his throat again. 


“T think so.” He wasn’t sure. “I just need time to think.” That, at least, he was certain of. 


Niki nodded. “Alright. Just let me know what you want to do. Again, there’s no pressure with 
this.” 


Swallowing down the lump in his throat, Wilbur nodded back. After sparing Niki one more 
look, he turned on his heel and headed back out into the hallway, leaving the tattoo parlor 
behind. 


The heat continued to work its way up his throat and into his head. Everything inside of him 
was buzzing as his thoughts sped up. It was a tattoo. A stupid fucking tattoo. One that he 
recognized himself in far more than he wanted to. 


He didn’t want to be a shrike impaled by its own thorns. But his wants weren’t supposed to 
matter. Wilbur didn’t matter. Wilbur didn’t matter, because Wilbur wasn’t real. Only Clara 
was. 


But it sure didn’t fucking feel like it anymore. 


He stormed into the main chamber, and spotted a head of blonde hair kneeling by Kristin’s 
statue. Ignoring the nausea twisting his stomach when he felt Kristin’s eyes on him, he made 
his way over to the figure. 


“Tommy,” Wilbur said, tapping his shoulder. 


Tommy jolted, eyes going wide before they locked onto Wilbur’s blindfold. As soon as he 
realized who was standing above him, he let out a breath and slumped back against the statue. 


“Fuck, you scared the shit out of me,” Tommy muttered, clutching his chest. 


“Sorry,” Wilbur said, glancing up at the statue and trying not to flinch. “Can we, uh, go to my 
room? I wanna talk to you about something.” 


“Uh, sure, can I just finish-” Tommy gestured vaguely at the statue, and it was only then 
Wilbur registered that he’d interrupted Tommy’s prayer. 


“Fuck, yeah, sorry,” Wilbur muttered, taking a step back. 


Nodding, Tommy repositioned himself as the base of the statue and went back to his prayer. 
The weight of Kristin’s stare grew heavier on his shoulders, and he clenched his jaw as he 
looked up to meet Her smile. 


In the catacombs, he’d felt a hand that wasn’t Phil’s brush through his hair. Maybe it had 
been meant as a comfort, but looking back, all Wilbur felt was nausea. 


Kristin was watching him. Clara was watching him. He was always being watched by some 
fucking deity or another, and it was getting more difficult by the day to tell himself he was 
okay with it. 


“Alright, I’m good to go,” Tommy said, getting to his feet. The bags under his eyes looked 
worse than usual, and Wilbur was pretty sure he’d been biting the nails on his nonmetal hand, 
but otherwise he didn’t look much worse for wear. 


Wilbur wasn’t sure if the same could be said about himself. 
“Let’s go,” Wilbur said, grabbing Tommy’s hand and dragging him out of the main chamber. 


Tommy made a surprised noise at how strong Wilbur’s grip was, but didn’t pull away as 
Wilbur took them to his room. Although it was obvious he was confused, he didn’t try to ask 
questions either, and for that Wilbur was grateful. His thoughts were spinning far too fast for 
him to give Tommy any coherent answers just yet. 


As soon as the door to his room slammed shut behind them, the flames dancing in his throat 
roared. 


“Wilbur, what’s-” 


“T can’t fucking do this,” Wilbur spit out, ripping the blindfold off his head and tossing it to 
the side. “My head is so- everything’s so fucking much right now, do you understand?” 


Tommy nodded. Wilbur let out a breath. 


“T’m pissed, Tommy,” he continued, starting to pace around the room. “I’m more fucking 
pissed than I’ve been in- I don’t know, my whole life? Maybe?” He made a frustrated noise 
as he shoved his hair out of his face. 


“What are you pissed about?” Tommy asked in an unusually careful voice. 


“You!” Wilbur exclaimed, gesturing towards him. “The fact that you can see my eyes right 
now! That you got cursed in the first place!” 


Sighing, Tommy shook his head. “Cmon, we’ve gone over this. You need to stop pinning shit 
on yourself-” 


“Oh, I’m not pissed at myself,” Wilbur cut him off, flashing Tommy a bitter smile. “It’s the 
exact opposite. I tried to prevent that vision from happening. I agonized over the vision for 
days, trying to figure out what I was supposed to do with it. What Clara wanted from me. 
And you know what? It didn’t fucking work.” 


At this point, Tommy’s mouth had snapped shut, wanting to see where Wilbur went with this. 


“Why the fuck couldn’t I change it? Why would Clara send me that stupid vision if I wasn’t 
going to change it? I keep trying to think of what I could’ve done differently, but you were 
getting dragged away by the goddamn cops! If I didn’t turn around, you would’ve been 
arrested! There was no way to win!” He twisted his fingers in his hair and winced. “I feel like 
I’m crawling out of my fucking skin, Tommy. Clara didn’t send me that vision so I could 
change it. She just sent it to torment me!” 


Considering this for a moment, Tommy furrowed his brows. 
“Wilbur, can I ask you something?” 

“Shoot,” he huffed, still pacing up and down the small room. 
“Have you ever actually prevented a vision from happening?” 
Wilbur stopped dead in his tracks. 


Years flew by in his mind’s eye as he thought back to all the visions he’d received since he 
was chosen as the Pythia. The death of Schlatt’s father, economic downturns, wars breaking 
out in nearby countries, natural disasters—none of it had been prevented. Most of them 
weren’t things that could’ve been prevented in the first place, but some things could’ve been. 
If Schlatt had just listened to him. 


Or... could they? 


Schlatt was never going to cancel the ball, no matter what he told him. He replayed that last 
conversation they had over and over again in his head, and deep down he always knew there 
was nothing he could’ve said to change Schlatt’s mind. So the ball was always going to 
happen. He was always going to get kidnapped by the Deathlings. 


But that- that couldn’t be true. Why would Clara send him visions in the first place if he 
couldn’t change them? He understood some of them. Like Schlatt’s father making 
preparations before his death for Schlatt to take over. But why would Clara make him think 
he could stop the ball from happening if it was always going to happen? Why would Clara 
taunt him with a vision of cursing Tommy if it wasn’t something he could’ve prevented? 


Fuck. He was getting too caught up in his own head. The former Pythia had taught him that 
his job was to prepare for and change the future. That was every Pythia’s role. It was a truth 
that had been passed down for generations. 


Unless... those truths weren’t truths at all. 


Breathing became a struggle again. The panic was there again, but so was his anger. He 
wasn’t sure if he could accept that his role was built on a lie like that, because there was no 
way to know that for sure. Other Pythia had to have changed the future at some point in time. 
Why else would that be part of the Pythian tenets in the first place? 


It didn’t matter right now. He wasn’t going to lose himself in his panic over something he 
couldn’t prove. Not yet. Not when he was still angry. 


“T’m not- I can’t think about that right now. It doesn't matter anyway. What matters is that it’s 
not fair that you got cursed, and it’s not fair that I was fucking tormented with visions of it 
happening without even realizing what was going on,” Wilbur said, shoving down that crisis 
for another day as he resumed his pacing. “I’m sick of it! I’m sick of the visions! I’m sick of 
being terrified of breaking Her rules all the time!” 


From the corner of his eye, he was pretty sure he could see Tommy struggling to hold back a 
smile. 


“I’m just-” He paused his pacing again, dragging his hands down his face. “I’m sick of being 
puppeted around by the whims of goddesses I can’t even see!” 


His words were laced with birdsong only he could hear. The heat burning behind his eyes 
finally began to die down as he slumped back against the wall, and slowly slid to the ground. 


Catching his breath, he buried his face in his knees. Footsteps approached, and he felt 
Tommy sit down beside him, their shoulders pressed together as his thoughts finally began to 
settle. 


For a few minutes, neither one of them said anything. Wilbur took slow, deep breaths as he 
dropped his arms from where they’d been wrapped around his legs. As soon as he did, cool 
metal fingers wrapped around his own, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he squeezed 
Tommy’s hand. 


Finally, once he could think again, Wilbur looked up. 


“Sorry, I-” He hesitated, struggling to explain what that whole thing was, before 
remembering that this was Tommy. He didn’t have to explain, because Tommy would get it. 


“I’m pissed,” he finally said. 
Tommy cracked a smile. “Yeah, no shit.” 


Wilbur couldn’t help but snort at this, and Tommy’s grin widened for a moment, before 
fading to something more serious. 


“I’m glad you’re pissed though,” Tommy said, his voice low. “You should be after all the shit 
you’ve been through.” 


“T guess I don’t have the strength to push it down any longer,” Wilbur shrugged, eyes drifting 
to the paint streaking the ceiling. “Feel like that’s all been building for... a while now.” 


“The past decade?” Tommy tried. 


Huffing, Wilbur nodded. “Yeah, something like that.” He let out another breath. “I don’t 
know. It’s just all such a complicated mess in my head. I don’t even know what I’m thinking 
right now.” 


“T mean, that’s fine. You don’t have to make sense of it yet. I’m sure you got, like, a lot of 
stuff to be angry about so itll probably take a while to ‘process it’ or whatever the fuck 
Techno says,” Tommy said, slumping further back against the wall. “This definitely isn’t 
what I thought you wanted to talk to me about though. Feel like I got fucking whiplash.” 


Wilbur frowned. “What did you think I wanted to talk about?” 


“What Phil said to me after that bullshit with Jack,” Tommy told him as if it was the most 
obvious thing in the world. 


Oh. Fuck. He’d been so caught up in his own head, he’d already forgotten about what 
happened with Jack. 


“Shit, I fucking- I forgot. Are you okay after that?” Wilbur asked, shifting so he was facing 
Tommy and placing his hands on his arms. “I wanted to break things up before it got too 
nasty but-” 


“Look, Wil, it’s fine,” Tommy said, cutting him off. “It’s- It freaked me out more than I 
thought, but I think that’s just because I have the whole impending death thing sitting in the 
back of my head now so it took me off guard but it’s fine. Seriously. I need to talk to you 
about what Phil told me though.” 


Although Wilbur wanted to push Tommy about the Jack thing, he raised an eyebrow at the 
mention of Phil. 


“What happened with Phil then?” 
Taking a breath, Tommy readjusted so he and Wilbur were sitting face to face. 


“Y’know how Phil and Techno were meeting with people the night you and I got chased? 
Well, we’re going out tomorrow night to meet them,” Tommy said, squeezing Wilbur’s 
hands. “Phil, Techno, me, and you.” 
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The Pythia was nervous. 


He paced around his room, arms folded over his chest as he waited for Tommy to knock on 
his door, telling him it was time to go. His limbs were buzzing, and he kept shaking his arms 


out every time he paced to one end of the room, before folding them again to walk to the 
other side. 


His head had been like this the entire day. Racing thoughts, faint ringing in his ears, nerves 
twisting his stomach into knots—he had no idea how he managed to keep his composure 
when he and Tommy had eaten dinner in the cafeteria earlier that night. 


But now they were at the final hour. As soon as Phil and Techno gave word, the four of them 
would head out into the city to meet with their ‘contact’. 


Phil still wouldn’t tell Tommy and the Pythia who it was. Nor would he explain why the 
Pythia needed to come with them. It was just a thing that was happening whether he liked it 
or not. 


The Pythia’s real nerves weren’t even about the meeting though. It was the fact that he and 
Tommy would be leaving the temple for the first time since Tommy had been cursed. Tommy 
kept trying to tell the Pythia that Phil and Techno wouldn’t let a situation like that happen 
again, but it reminded him of the way children believed their parents were superheroes who 
could fix anything, no matter the damage. It was naive. And he was sure Tommy knew that. 
But Tommy kept repeating it anyway. Like the more he said it, the more true it would be. 


They would have better odds with Phil and Techno than on their own, but going out was 
always a risk, no matter who they were with. But Tommy wasn’t going to get hurt because of 
him again. He wouldn’t let it happen. 


After dinner, Techno came up to both of them and said they’d leave in roughly an hour, so 
they needed to get ready. It’d been an hour and a half since then, and the Pythia had never felt 
less ready to do something in his life. 


According to Techno, they were going to have to make an effort to blend in wherever they 
were going. While the Pythia was clueless as to what this meant, Tommy seemed to have a 
bit more information than he did, because as soon as they got back to the room he’d picked 
out a jacket and shirt from the Pythia’s closet and told him to try and look cool, “despite how 
hard that’s gonna be for your lame ass.” Then, Tommy disappeared into his own room to get 
ready. 


The jacket was one that had just randomly appeared in his closet one day (as did most of his 
clothes, which the Pythia was fairly sure was a result of both supply runs and also the others 
just wanting to pawn their old shit off on him). It was similar to the bright yellow 
windbreaker Tommy made him wear the night of his kidnapping, except it fell all the way to 
his calves and had white accents decorating the pockets. It matched almost perfectly with a 
pair of yellow cargo pants that he was pretty sure used to belong to Ranboo. Then, the t-shirt 
Tommy had thrown at him was a white graphic tee for some band he’d never heard of, but he 
figured it fit the look well enough. 


After he pulled the clothes on, he couldn’t help but think all that yellow was a bit much. But 
when it came to blending in somewhere public, lots of loud, bright colors were exactly what 
he should be trying to wear as opposed to anything more subdued, so he figured it did the job 
well enough. 


As he finished lacing up his boots, he heard a knock on his and Tommy’s shared door. 
“Come in!” He called out. 


The door swung open. Tommy waltzed inside, wearing the same red jacket covered in 
pockets he always wore when going out. Unlike the black cargo pants he usually paired with 
it though, this time he was wearing dark orange cargo shorts, along with the same dark boots 
the Pythia was wearing. 


“Shorts?” The Pythia questioned, tightening his laces before pushing to his feet. 
Tommy frowned. “It’s called fucking fashion, Wilbur. Look it up.” 
The Pythia raised an eyebrow at him, and after a beat, Tommy huffed. 


“I dunno, man. Saw some Zon streamer wearing something like this so I figured it’d be good 
enough.” 


“You know it’s probably going to rain,” he pointed out, even though Tommy definitely knew 
that considering it rained nearly every night. “And when it does, I’m going to splash puddle 
water on you and you’re gonna freak the fuck out because you’re gonna get dirty street water 
on your legs-” 


“Oh fuck off!” Tommy scoffed, making Wilbur laugh as he shoved past him to sit on the bed. 
“At least I don’t look like a fucking cartoon character.” 


“You told me to wear this jacket!” Wilbur protested. 
“T didn’t tell you to wear it with matching pants!” Tommy shot back. 
“What else was I supposed to wear it with?” 


Tommy paused, his mouth opening and closing as he struggled to come up with something. 
After a beat, he huffed and shook his head. 


“How the fuck would I know?” 


The Pythia blinked. “‘/t’s called fashion, Wilbur,” He repeated, doing a poor imitation of 
Tommy’s voice. “If you don’t have a suggestion, you don’t get to say shit.” 


He made his way back over to his dresser, and began digging through to see if he could find 
something else that would go with the jacket and shirt. Anything black was obviously a no, 
but that left him with very few options. Maybe- 


“Wilbur, I was just fucking with you,” Tommy cut in. Glancing over, Wilbur noticed Tommy 
had spread out across his bed, and had his feet (with his shoes still on) sitting right next to 
Wilbur’s pillow. Asshole. “You look fine.” 


“But you said we have to ‘look cool’ so we can blend in, but in case you forgot, I’m not 
exactly good at blending in in a crowd,” Wilbur snapped, surprising himself with how sharp 


his tone was. 


Blinking, Tommy sat upright on the bed again. He stared at Wilbur for a moment, and Wilbur 
let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. 


Tension lined his shoulders, and he couldn’t remember how it got there. His hands shook 
where he was gripping a pair of folded sweatpants, and after a beat of silence, he forced 
himself to set it back in the drawer. 


“Nothing’s gonna happen,” Tommy reassured him. “We won’t get chased again.” 


“You don’t know that,” Wilbur argued, slamming the dresser drawer shut. “We didn’t think 
anything was gonna happen when we went to Quackity’s bar, and look how that turned out.” 


For a moment, Tommy stared at him, unsure of how to respond. He clenched his jaw, gaze 
darting around Wilbur’s face, and nausea curled in his gut when Tommy’s eyes met his own. 


Before Tommy could say anything though- 


“You almost ready yet?” Techno’s muffled voice echoed from the other side of the door 
leading to the hallway. “We gotta head out!” 


Shit. 


Taking a breath to try and steady his pounding heart, the Pythia reached for the blindfold 
sitting on top of his dresser. “Yeah, almost.” He paused, looking back at Tommy still sitting 
on his bed. “Tommy’s here too.” 


Techno snorted. “Figured. Meet us by the statue when you’re ready to head out.” 


With that, the Pythia listened to the sound of Techno’s footsteps fading away. He curled his 
fingers around the blindfold in his hand, before squeezing his eyes shut and bringing it up to 
his face. There wasn’t much he could do about it now. Might as well get on with it. 


A few minutes later, he and Tommy made their way into the main chamber of the temple. As 
expected, Phil and Techno were already waiting for them at the base of Kristin’s statue, and 
the Pythia tried to ignore the buzzing in his ears as Tommy nudged him towards the two men. 


Although he should’ve guessed it given his and Tommy’s instructions, he was still surprised 
to see Phil and Techno wearing something besides their usual all black outfits. Instead of a 
black wrap draped over his shoulders, Phil had on what seemed like a longer version of it— 
almost like a cloak with sleeves, the deep green fabric fell to his thighs, and was decorated 
with shimmering white flowers that reminded the Pythia of the flowers he’d seen tattooed on 
Phil’s arms (without the skulls). Techno, meanwhile, had opted for something a bit simpler. 
He wore a white jacket made of a similar waterproof fabric like Tommy’s, covered in pockets 
and decorated with silver accents. His bright pink hair had been twisted up into a bun, while 
Phil’s was left loose around his shoulders. 


“Do you have a hood on that jacket?” Was the first thing Phil asked when he spotted the 
Pythia. 


Reaching behind him, the Pythia tugged the hood over his head, and Phil nodded in approval. 


“Alright, you’ll need to keep that up until we get inside again. Just keep your head down, and 
let me, Techno, or Tommy do the talking if anyone says something to you,” Phil instructed. 


The Pythia frowned. “What if we get separated?” 
Beside him, Tommy tensed. “We won’t be. I’m not gonna take my fucking eyes off you.” 
Well, he knew Tommy wasn’t going to leave him. And that was part of the problem. 


“Phil’s gonna scout ahead, but I'll be right with you and Tommy,” Techno cut in, meeting the 
blindfold with a steady look. “If things go south, we have backup plans, so don’t worry and 
just let us handle things. Okay?” 


Anxiety curled tighter around his chest, but the Pythia forced himself to breathe through it. 
“Okay. If you’re sure.” 


Suddenly, there was a hand on his shoulder as Phil stepped closer. ““We’re sure, mate. We’ve 
been doing this for a long time. A simple meeting isn’t anything new to us.” 


“But it’s the first time you’re doing something like this with the Pythia,” he argued. 


Phil squeezed his shoulder once, and warmth flooded through his chest. “Well, it’s a good 
thing you’re not the Pythia tonight. You’re one of us.” 


...oh. 


He noticed how Phil didn’t say he was a Deathling. Instead, he was just one of them, which 
could mean dozens of different things. He was a friend. He was someone they would look out 
for. He was part of their group of four. He was- 


“Wait, is our cover story that we’re a family?” Tommy cut in, making the Pythia’s heart skip 
a beat. “Because whenever we go out you know I just say you’re my dad, Phil. And when me 
and, uh,” Tommy paused, lips almost forming the name Wil but stopping himself at the last 
minute. “Well, when we were out the other night, I told the officer he was my older brother 
which the guy seemed to buy.” 


Phil blinked in surprise, while the Pythia felt his cheeks heat up. 


“Tommy, c’mon, I don’t think anyone would buy that Phil’s old enough to have a kid in his 
twenties,” the Pythia forced himself to say. 


“Well, I don’t plan on us getting stopped, and considering the place we’re going I don’t think 
it’d be a good idea to say I’m taking my kids there,” Phil said, laughing a bit. Then, his 
laughter faded as he gave the Pythia a small smile. “But on our way back if we run into 
trouble... I don’t think it’s a bad cover.” 


It didn’t mean anything. The Pythia told himself this over and over again. It was a cover. Phil 
wasn’t saying he was like a son to him. He wasn’t saying they were family. It was just 


preparing a story in case they got stopped. Nothing more. 


Despite how many times the Pythia ran through this in his head, he couldn’t stop the way the 
lingering warmth from Phil’s hand seeped into his bones, making the anxiety loosen its grip 
around his lungs. 


“If we don’t hurry up, I’m gonna be Tommy’s grandpa by the time we get out of here,” 
Techno huffed, moving away from the statue to head to the vault door. 


Immediately, Tommy grinned and chased after him, leaving Wilbur’s side cold. 


“Are you saying I can call you my grandpa?” Tommy teased, running after Techno with a 
shit-eating grin. 


Techno shook his head. “Definitely did not say that.” 

“Then what do you wanna be? My older brother?” 

“I’m closer in age to Phil than I am to you.” 

“Well I used to call you my uncle but then you got all pissy-” 
“I did not get pissy, I just said I’m not Phil’s brother.” 


“Oh come on! Have some imagination, Techno! You don’t have to be Phil’s brother to be my 
uncle-” 


“Mate?” Phil’s soft voice pulled the Pythia’s focus away from Techno and Tommy’s 
bickering. “You okay?” 


The Pythia blinked, and realized he hadn’t moved any closer to the vault doors despite the 
fact that Techno and Tommy had already walked across the entire chamber. 


“Uh, sorry, zoned out for a second,” he apologized, forcing himself to take a few steps 
forward. 


Phil followed alongside him, their shoulders brushing briefly as he took a deeper breath this 
time. 


“Y’ know,” Phil said, watching Tommy and Techno scowl at each other in the distance, “now 
that I’m thinking about it, you and Tommy really could pass for brothers.” 


The Pythia’s breathing hitched. “Really? I never thought we looked that much alike.” 


Phil shrugged. “I dunno how to explain it, because at first glance you really don’t. But 
obviously ignoring the color, you have similar hair. And you both look like fucking trees with 
how tall and lanky you are.” 


“Mad because you’re the shortest one here?” he teased, nudging Phil’s side. 


“Oh fuck off, I’m a perfectly normal height. You, Tommy, and Techno are just giants,” Phil 
scoffed, shaking his head. “But anyway, even if you two looked absolutely nothing alike, I’d 
believe you’re brothers just because of how you act.” 


The Pythia paused at this. “I’ve never had siblings so I guess I wouldn’t know,” he admitted, 
his voice quieter than he meant it to be. 


At this, Phil turned to raise an eyebrow at him. “Did you have any family before you were 
chosen to be the Pythia?” 


Flashing Phil a bitter smile, the Pythia shook his head. “Nope, it was just me.” 


Before Phil could say anything else, they arrived at the vault door where Tommy and Techno 
had stopped bickering to wait for them. Sam was also waiting by the door, meaning he was 
probably the one assigned to guard duty that night. 


Sam looked the four of them up and down, his eyes lingering on the Pythia and his blindfold. 
He squirmed under Sam’s dark stare, remembering their last conversation a few days prior. 
How Sam still seemed suspicious of the idea that he was staying here of his own free will 
now. 


“You sure about this, Phil?” Sam finally asked, eyes flickering over to the other man. 


Phil raised an eyebrow. “Sure about the meeting, or bringing him along with us?” He asked, 
gesturing to the Pythia. 


Sam didn’t flinch as he said, “Both.” 


Tommy frowned, shuffling closer to the Pythia’s side. Techno folded his arms across his 
chest, while something unreadable flashed over Phil’s face. 


“I know what I’m doing, Sam. That’s all you need to be concerned about,” Phil said, a 
coldness running under his words that sent a chill down the Pythia’s spine. 


For a beat, Sam was silent. Then, he looked back at the Pythia and nodded. 
“Fine. If you’re sure. But don’t you think the blindfold is a little obvious?” 


The Pythia clenched his jaw. “Unless you have a less garish enchanted blindfold laying 
around, I don’t really have another option,” he pointed out, and felt Tommy’s shoulder press 
against his own. 


Sam considered this for a moment. “Yeah, I suppose that makes sense.” He took a step away 
from the door. “Stay safe out there, guys.” 


With a final nod, Techno swung open the vault door, and held it open as Phil, Tommy, and the 
Pythia made their way through. Sam helped shut it behind them, and just like that they were 
plunged into the familiar darkness of the stairwell. 


For a moment, the Pythia couldn’t hear anything but footsteps as someone made their way to 
the stairs. Tommy’s arm stayed pressed against his though, and after another moment, 


“Tech, hold up, I think we need a light,” Phil called out. 
The footsteps on the stairs paused. “He’s made it down these steps without light before.” 
“Wait, when?” Tommy asked, his hand finding Wilbur’s in the dark. 


“That night you left Quackity’s bar early because you were tired,” Wilbur explained. “Techno 
refused to use a light, so I had to make my way down the steps in the dark.” 


Tommy scoffed. “That’s a dick move, Techno. Do you want him to fall and crack his head 
open?” 


“Bruh, c’mon, I wasn’t gonna let that happen,” Techno drawled. 


“Well, regardless of if he did it once or not, we’re kind of on a time limit here so I’d rather 
this not take a thousand fucking years,” Phil huffed, and the Pythia listened as he dug for 
something in his pockets. “I’m sure I have one- yeah, here we go.” 


Suddenly, the stairwell was lit up in faint purple light. One of those robotic bugs floated by 
Phil’s head, casting strange shadows along the wall in a way that was more reassuring than 
anything else to the Pythia after seeing them so many times. 


Techno had already started on the stairs. He frowned at the light, but didn’t say anything as 
Phil, Tommy, and the Pythia hurried to catch up. Once they were all on the steps, he resumed 
his walking, and the rest followed suit. 


They made their way up the stairs in silence. The Pythia’s nerves were still there, buzzing just 
like the bug floating around his head, but it was less deafening than it had been before. Phil 
and Techno knew what they were doing. He just had to try and convince himself that was 
enough. 


The trek up the stairs felt shorter every time the Pythia did it. They reached the top all too 
soon, and after a quick knock on the door, it swung open to reveal... not Charlie for once. 


Instead of Charlie, Quackity was the one waiting on the other side of the door for them. He 
held open the door, gesturing for them to climb out into the broom closet space, and only 
after the door had been shut behind them was the Pythia able to get a good look at the man. 


He hadn’t seen Quackity since the night he cursed Tommy. Although he didn’t look any 
different than before, there was a slight pinch to his brows that the Pythia didn’t recognize as 
his eyes flickered over the four of them. It only got more noticeable when Quackity’s eyes 
met the blindfold. Almost like he had been worried for the Pythia. 


Except this was Quackity, so the Pythia knew that couldn’t be what it was. 


“Big Q,” Phil greeted, folding his arms over his chest. “How are things looking on the streets 
tonight?” 


“Should be fine. There’s no protests going on right now, so things should be a bit calmer than 
they have been,” Quackity told them, mirroring Phil’s stance. “You’re not doing any runs 
tonight, right? Just the meeting?” 


Phil nodded. “Yeah, nothing risky. But if the meeting goes south, just be ready to get us back 
in here real fucking fast.” 


“Obviously,” Quackity said. He looked back at the Pythia again. “Is it a good idea for you to 
be out though? After you and Tommy got chased last time?” 


The Pythia winced, while Techno stepped forward. “We wouldn’t bring him if we didn’t have 
to. But itll be fine. We’re gonna keep a low profile.” 


Quackity considered this for a moment, not seeming convinced. His eyes lingered on the 
blindfold in a way that made a chill run down the Pythia’s spine, but after a beat, he looked 
away again. “Alright, if you say so.” 


With that, Quackity swung open the door to the alleyway, and gestured for them to step 
outside. Phil went first, followed by Techno, then Tommy, leaving the Pythia for last. 


The Pythia ducked his head under the doorframe, but before his shoe could land on the 
asphalt, there was a hand wrapping around his wrist. 


“Do me a favor and don’t lead a shit ton of cops back to this place like you almost did last 
time,” Quackity told him in a low voice, his fingers so warm, it almost felt like they were 
searing Wilbur’s skin. 


For amoment, Wilbur was confused where that came from. But then, 


“Ts this your way of telling me to be careful, Quackity?” Wilbur asked, a smirk hinting at the 
comers of his lips. 


The grip on his wrist loosened, but Quackity still didn’t let go as he purposefully avoided 
looking at the blindfold. “Well, you know what they say. Can’t afford to lose a loyal 
customer.” 


Wilbur couldn’t stop his smirk from growing at this. “You can hardly call me a customer 
since I’ve never paid for my own drinks.” He leaned in closer so the others wouldn’t be able 
to hear his words. “I think you’re trying to say you’d miss me if I wasn’t around.” 


One breath. Then another. Quackity grinned at him, and Wilbur grinned back. 
Then, Quackity dropped his wrist and stepped away from the door. 


“Watch that ego. You’re gonna start hitting door frames with how big your head is getting,” 
Quackity teased him. 


Wilbur pointed to the doorway he already had to duck under to get out. “I think we’re a little 
too late on that, Big Q.” 


Quackity snorted. With one last nod, he then shut the door behind Wilbur as his boots 
squished against the damp asphalt of the alleyway. 


While they’d been talking, Tommy had dragged his bike out from under its tarp and seemed 
to be doing a quick inspection to make sure it was in good shape. Techno had a hoverbike of 
his own he was already sitting on, while Phil stood near the entrance to the alley, hands 
folded behind his back. 


The three of them had pulled on masks to cover the lower halves of their faces—black for 
Phil and Techno, orange for Tommy. As Wilbur made his way over to Tommy’s bike, Tommy 
grabbed a bright blue mask from his pocket and shoved it in his hands. Wilbur pulled it on 
without a word. 


“What did Q say to you?” Tommy asked in a low voice. 
“Just told me to be careful,” Wilbur said. 


Tommy gave him a suspicious look, but didn’t say anything else as he went back to looking 
over the bike. 


It was strange how easy it was to forget what was happening when he was bickering with 
Quackity. As soon as Quackity was gone, his dread returned, pressing down on his shoulders 
and making it difficult to stand up straight as he tugged the hood of his jacket over his head. 
Even Phil’s reassurance from earlier was starting to lose its touch. 


Speaking of Phil, he was still standing at the front of the alley, not making any moves to get 
on Techno’s bike. 


“Are we going?” Wilbur asked him, gesturing to the two hoverbikes. 


“You three are. I’m going to take my own way over there,” Phil explained, and reached up to 
pull off the cloak he was wearing in one swift movement. 


Wilbur’s eyes widened as the metal wings stretched out behind Phil’s back. It was the same 
pair of wings he’d worn the night of the ball—shimmering with enchantments and twisted 
together by wire, Wilbur gaped as Phil arched the wings above his head. 


“Holy shit,” Wilbur murmured. 


Grinning, Phil moved further back into the alley, something like pride shining in his eyes at 
Wilbur’s awe. “I forgot you haven’t had a chance to see these up close.” 


“So you can really fly with these?” Wilbur asked, fighting the urge to reach out and touch one 
of the metal feathers. 


“Sure can. But I gotta get some height to take off, so Pm gonna make my way up,” Phil 
explained, shoving his cloak in a bag slung around his hip as he made his way to a fire escape 
leading up the side of Quackity’s bar. “You and Tommy are gonna follow Techno on his bike. 
I'll watch from above to make sure we aren’t being followed.” 


“Sounds good,” Tommy said, swinging his leg over the side of his bike. “If we get separated 
from Techno-” 


“You know where we’re going. Just get there as fast as possible,” Techno cut in, pushing his 
bike to the mouth of the alley. “If you start getting followed, don’t distract yourself trying to 
call me. Phil will let me know, and P1 circle back to help you out.” 


Now hanging off the fire escape, Phil nodded in agreement. Tommy glanced between both 
Phil and Techno, before he gestured for Wilbur to climb on the bike behind him. 


Swallowing down the last of his nerves, Wilbur clambered onto the bike and grabbed onto 
Tommy as best he could. The bike dipped briefly under their combined weights, before 
steadying out and moving up next to Techno’s bike. 


Glancing back at the fire escape, Wilbur didn’t see Phil at first. He craned his neck up a little 
further, and finally spotted him standing on the roof of Quackity’s bar, wings spread out 
behind him like some kind of dark angel. 


Wilbur remembered the angel wings tattooed across Phil’s back. Fitting in more ways than 
one. 


“You ready?” Tommy asked, looking back over his shoulder. 


Taking a breath, Wilbur nodded. “Well, considering I can’t curse you to an early death again I 
guess there’s not much else that could go wrong.” 


Tommy let out a surprised laugh at that, and Wilbur laughed too, despite the fact that they 
both knew it wasn’t true. There was a Jot more that could go wrong. He was sure that Phil 
and Techno had prepared for every scenario they could, but again, they weren’t infallible. A 
risk was a risk no matter what. 


The engine roared to life. Wilbur tightened his grip on Tommy as he and Techno raced out 
into the streets so quickly, he didn’t even get a chance to see how the hell Phil was going to 
get airborne with those wings. 


Like always, riding through the city streets on the back of Tommy’s bike turned the world 
into a blur of neon. Raindrops dampened the front of his mask and blindfold, his hood being 
whipped back by the wind despite his best attempts to keep it up. At the very least, he was 
fairly certain they were going too fast to be properly seen by anyone on the street, so it was 
(probably) fine for now. 


Despite the fact that Techno had started off ahead of them, Tommy quickly caught up. They 
stayed side by side in neighboring lanes, weaving between cars and speeding through lights 
in a way that Wilbur really should’ve been used to by now, but still made his heart drop into 
his stomach. 


They turned down one street, and Wilbur spotted the giant hologram of ‘the Pythia’ he and 
Tommy had seen the night Tommy got cursed. She was trying to sell skin cream to a few girls 


walking by, and nausea curled in Wilbur’s gut when his eyes met the blindfold the hologram 
was wearing. 


They only sped by it for a moment before they were turning down another street. And 
another. And another. Techno was little more than a blur of pink and white on his bike, but no 
matter how fast Tommy went, he was always right beside them. 


If Wilbur could look up, he wondered if he’d see Phil soaring high above their heads. Was he 
swooping between the holographic billboards? Or was he higher up than that? Closer to the 
stars he spent so much of his life hidden from? 


It didn’t take long for Wilbur to realize these streets were familiar. When they made another 
turn, the smell of roasting meat and sugary desserts told him they were near the night market 
before he could even see it. 


They passed by the sea of colorful food stands and made another turn at the intersection 
closest to the market. The streets moved closer together. Neon burnt Wilbur’s eyes as the 
signs fell lower to the ground, hanging right above small doorways crowded with people. 


Both Tommy and Techno’s bikes slowed as the road got more and more cramped. Holograms 
floated in the narrow space between the buildings—bright orange and red rabbits chasing 
each other through the air as a way to light up the street in the absence of towering 
streetlamps. 


Soon, the bikes came to a complete stop in front of a small building that would’ve been 
completely indistinguishable from the others it was squeezed between, if not for the fact that 
it was completely dark. While some of the other buildings on this street had tinted windows, 
these were properly blocked out, with the only light creeping out from under the door in 
flashes of neon. 


Tommy cut the engine and gestured for Wilbur to get off. He half climbed, half fell off the 
bike, stumbling to his feet as Tommy snorted behind him. A few feet away, Techno had 
already moved his bike closer to the front of the dark building, and seemed to be wrapping 
some sort of wire between it and a fence post so it wouldn’t get stolen. 


“Uh... so where the fuck are we?” Wilbur asked as Tommy moved his bike next to Techno’s, 
looking around and noticing how in stark contrast to the main road, this street was almost 
empty. 


“A part of town you don’t wanna wander off in,” Techno huffed, looping another wire 
through Tommy’s bike to secure it as well. 


Oh. Good thing Wilbur hadn’t been planning on wandering off. 


Glancing around again, Wilbur realized the small storefronts a bit further down from them 
were probably bars. There was a huge crowd of people trying to get into one building they’d 
driven by, and judging by the pounding music echoing out from the windows, it was probably 
some kind of club. 


He could hear music coming from the building they were standing in front of as well, but it 
seemed to have better soundproofing because it was very muffled. There were also no crowds 
in front of this building unlike the others down the street. If he couldn’t see the lights flashing 
from under the door, he’d assume this place was closed. 


Suddenly, there was a blur of movement in the corner of his eye. Jolting back, Wilbur twisted 
out of the way just in time as Phil raced by. He pulled up right before he could hit the ground, 
kicking out his legs at exactly the right moment as his wings beat him back, so he landed on 
the street with little more than the soft crunch of his boots against the gravel. 


“He’s better at landing than you are,” Tommy immediately said, giving Wilbur a pointed 
look. 


Wilbur frowned. “I’d never fucking done anything like that before and Phil’s probably done 
it, like, a million times! You can’t blame me for that!” 


“You didn’t even try to land on your feet,” Tommy argued. 
“Because I was high off my ass from you drugging me!” Wilbur shot back. 


Tommy opened his mouth to argue again, but hesitated before realization dawned over his 
face. “Oh, yeah. Forgot about that bit.” 


Before Wilbur could ask how Tommy forgot he drugged him the night of the ball, Phil’s 
voice cut in with a, 


“T swear to fucking god I can’t leave you alone for five minutes.” 


“Phil, they didn’t start this till just now, I swear,” Techno defended, holding his hands up in 
mock surrender. 


“Of course,” Phil muttered, the metal wings folding in as he reached in his bag to pull out his 
cloak again. “Didn’t spot anyone following you guys on your ride over. Did you see anything 
weird on the streets?” 


Techno shook his head. “Nah, looks like we’re all good.” 


“Great.” Phil pulled the cloak over his head, adjusting the green fabric around his shoulders 
so it perfectly hid the backpack-shaped metal wings now folded against his back. “Did you 
let him know we’re here?” 


“He should’ve gotten an alert as soon as I hooked our bikes up to that thing,” Techno 
explained, gesturing to the metal fence post. “So it should be any minute now.” 


Nodding, Phil walked over to the darkened door, and gestured for the other three to follow. 
Wilbur stayed close to Tommy’s side, wincing when laughter echoed from the crowd down 
the street. Even though it didn’t seem like there were any cops hanging around this part of the 
city, his anxiety was back in full force. Because now he had to face another reality of the 
situation. That he was going to be meeting whoever Phil and Techno’s important contact was, 
despite the fact that he still wasn’t sure what the Deathlings were even trying to do. 


A minute ticked by in silence as the four of them waited at the door. Wilbur’s eyes flickered 
back to the street, and he watched the holographic orange and red rabbits continue to chase 
each other through the air. The light pattern made a perfect loop. Rabbits in a line chasing 
after each other until they stumbled into a big pile, only to scatter out to continue the game. It 
cast strange shadows along the darkened buildings. Shadows that jerked from side to side. 
Shadows that jolted. Shadows that almost breathed- 


The sound of a door opening pulled Wilbur out of his thoughts. 


“Heyyy you guys actually made it! Not gonna lie, kinda thought you were gonna get arrested 
on the way over so I was debating whether or not to order takeout in case the cops showed up 
here, but I guess I can order my food now.” 


Turning around, Wilbur was immediately blinded by the colorful flashing lights coming from 
inside the building. He blinked a few times to try and let his vision adjust, and after a 
moment, he was able to focus on the man actually standing in the doorway. 


For the most part, the guy looked about as average as could be. He was probably close to 
Wilbur’s own age, had brown hair, no visible cybernetics, and was dressed in a dark blue 
sweatshirt with matching sweatpants. In fact, the only notable thing about the guy was that he 
had his sweatshirt sleeves rolled up, revealing a glowing tattoo of a cartoon hedgehog that 
took up most of his forearm. 


While they’d been around for a while, light-up tattoos still weren’t common because they 
weren’t actually tattoos. They were small lights embedded into the skin in a certain pattern 
that when turned on would create a specific design. They were cool to look at, but expensive. 
Meaning this guy must’ve really liked that cartoon hedgehog. 


“Are they here yet?” 


“Not yet,” the guy said, looking over the four of them. “But I got the place all set up for you, 
so let’s-” 


The guy cut himself off when his eyes fell on Tommy. 

“Is he even old enough to be here?” The guy asked, furrowing his brows. 

In the back of Wilbur’s head, he wondered if this guy knew he was the Pythia, or if he just 
thought he was wearing the blindfold as a fashion statement. The guy didn’t blink twice at 
him. It was only Tommy who caught his attention. 

Tommy, predictably, scowled at the question. “I’m not a child!” 

The guy seemed doubtful as he turned to Wilbur. “How old’s the kid?” 


“Why are you asking him and not me-” 


“Eighteen,” Wilbur answered, ignoring Tommy’s protests. 


Narrowing his eyes, the guy glanced at Tommy again, before looking over to Phil. “That 
true?” 


Snorting, Phil nodded. “I know he’s got a bit of a baby face, Connor, but he’s eighteen, I 
promise.” 


The guy—Connor apparently—finally seemed to believe Phil. With a nod, he held the door 
open wider, and gestured for them all to come inside. “Whatever then.” 


Phil and Techno went first, and Wilbur once again had to duck under the doorway so he 
didn’t hit his head. Tommy followed behind, and as soon as Connor shut the door, Wilbur 
understood why he wanted to make sure Tommy was eighteen before letting him inside. 


Music pounded against the walls of his skull. A dance floor was bathed in shades of blue and 
green, swallowed by a mass of people dancing very close to one another. A bar made of 
crystalline glass took up an entire wall and was flooded with people trying to buy drinks. And 
littered between all of these things were raised platforms holding dancers on them. Scantily- 
clad men and women danced along to the pounding music above the rest of the crowd, and 
immediately Wilbur reached out to turn Tommy’s head away. 


“Wh- Hey! The fuck are you doing?!” Tommy protested. 


“You don’t need to see that,” Wilbur told him, holding Tommy’s head as he placed a hand 
over his eyes. 


In front of them, Wilbur noticed Phil fighting to hold back laughter, while Techno huffed and 
gave Wilbur a nod of approval. 


“This way, guys,” Connor said, gesturing for them to follow him towards the dancefloor. 


Tommy seemed to resign himself to his fate and let Wilbur guide him blindly through the 
club. Looking at the crowd on the dancefloor, Wilbur finally understood why they’d been 
told to dress how they did. Everyone there was clad in vibrant clothes that practically glowed 
under the flashing lights. It was a sea of yellows, pinks, oranges, whites, reds—and somehow, 
the four of them fit right in with everyone else. 


Thankfully, they didn’t end up going on the dancefloor itself. They stuck to the edges as 
Connor led them to the back of the room, where there was a row of four doors that were all 
shut. Taking a keycard from his pocket, Connor unlocked one of the doors and held it open 
for them. 


Connor seemed to have taken them to some kind of private lounge room. A dark red couch 
took up most of one wall, with another one of those raised platforms was settled in front of it. 
There was no one dancing on the platform, but that didn’t mean the room was empty. 


No, there was someone waiting for them. It took Wilbur an extra beat to recognize him in the 
dim lighting, but once he did- 


“You’re the dude who nearly ran those cops over!” Tommy blurted out. 


Dark brown hair streaked with gold, cybernetic eyes the shade of emeralds, and a solid gold 
arm—it was unmistakably the man Wilbur had bumped into at the night market, and later was 
the reason they were able to escape the cops the night Tommy got cursed. 


The guy looked up at Tommy’s voice, and grinned as his eyes darted between him and 
Wilbur. 


“T mean, I was watching you guys get chased for a while and, like, no offense but you didn’t 
seem like you were gonna get away on your own. So I figured I’d jump in,” the guy said, 
folding his arms over his chest. 


“Wait, what’s he talking about?” Techno asked, frowning at Tommy. “You guys know him?” 


“Uh, hate to interrupt the reunion-” Connor cut in, still standing by the door, “but I’m, like, 
still really hungry so I’m gonna go order a pizza. You guys want anything?” 


Phil furrowed his brows. “I think we’re good?” 
“Actually can I get some pizza?” The guy from the night market asked. 


Connor gave him a thumbs up. “You got it. Oh, also there aren’t any cameras in here so you 
can take your masks off if you want.” 


With that, he left the lounge room and the door clicked shut behind him. Wilbur looked to 
Phil and Techno to see what they were going to do, but before either one of them could say 
anything, Tommy was already pulling his mask down from his face. 


“Thank fuck. It’s so damn hot with that thing on,” Tommy muttered, dragging his hand down 
his jaw. 


Sighing, Phil pulled his mask down as well, and Wilbur figured it was safe to follow suit. He 
took a deep breath as soon as his mouth was uncovered, not even having realized how 
uncomfortable he was wearing both a blindfold and a mask in the club until he got to take the 
mask off. 


Eyeing the empty platform settled in front of the couch, Wilbur understood why Phil and 
Techno had chosen this place for their meeting. This was an exclusive club. One that almost 
certainly had patrons that were the epitome of wealth and power. If this was a room meant for 
‘private performances’, having cameras here could put the entire business at risk. 


“Alright, back to what we were talking about. Tommy, what the fuck do you mean you know 
Foolish?” Phil asked, narrowing his eyes at Tommy. 


Foolish? What a strange name. 


Tommy shrunk back into Wilbur’s side. “Uh, well, that’s kind of how we got away from the 
cops the other night. This guy just showed up out of fucking nowhere and slammed his car in 
between us and the cops.” 


Phil frowned, obviously picking up that there was more Tommy wasn’t telling him, but 
before he could ask, 


“What are you doing here though?” Wilbur cut in, turning his attention back to Foolish. 


Foolish shrugged. “Business stuff with these guys,” he said, gesturing to Phil and Techno. 
“Y’know how it is. The ol’ rise and grind.” 


“That literally tells me nothing,” Wilbur deadpanned. “Have you been working with them the 
whole time? Are you the contact?” 


“Eh, he’s kinda the contact,” Techno answered, leaning against the arm of the couch. “I guess 
it’s easier to say he works for our contact. The guy who got us in contact with the contact.” 


There was a moment of silence as Wilbur and Tommy gave Techno identical blank stares. 
“Guessin’ that didn’t make much sense,” Techno muttered, turning to look at the wall. 


“Look, that’s not-” Wilbur shook his head. “Whatever. I just want to know what the fuck is 
going on. If you’re not the contact, then who the hell are we here to see, and why am I 
involved?” 


Click. 


Although he hadn’t heard the door open behind him, he certainly heard it shut as a pair of 
heeled shoes clicked against the tile floor. 


“You’re here because I asked the Deathlings to bring you,” a familiar deep voice echoed off 
the walls. 


Ice gripped at his insides as he turned around and found himself meeting a pair of completely 
white eyes. 


“Long time no see, Pythia,” Eret crooned. 
The Pythia clenched his jaw. 
What the fuck? 


For a moment, everything was silent. The Pythia stared at Eret, and Eret met his blindfold 
without flinching. Unlike the long gown they’d worn at the ball, tonight their dress was much 
shorter—constructed with strange ripples in a gradient that shifted from pink to red, the dress 
itself was high-necked and almost sheer. While it was certainly more expensive than what 
everyone else in the room was wearing, it wasn’t the kind of thing anyone would expect the 
King of an entire nation to be dressed in. Instead of a mask, decorative jewelry made of metal 
leaves framed their face and twisted over their eyes, the metal warping in a way that no doubt 
carried some kind of anti-facial recognition enchantment on it. 


Beside him, Tommy tensed, no doubt recognizing Eret from the ball. Metal fingers wrapped 
around his own as Tommy took a step forward, as if he was preparing to shove the Pythia 


behind him. 
“What the fuck are they doing here?” Tommy demanded. 


“Hey, both of you, it’s okay,” Phil jumped in, holding his hands out like he was ready to push 
Tommy back at a moment’s notice. “We have an agreement. They’re not working with 
Schlatt.” 


“Quite the opposite in fact,” Eret said, the snake tattoos on their arms shimmering in the low 
light. “Schlatt and I haven’t had a single conversation since the aftermath of the Pythia’s 
kidnapping.” 


Tommy narrowed his eyes. The Pythia could tell he didn’t trust Eret, and was probably 
thinking back to the questions they pushed his way the night of the ball. 


Eret was still just as much of a snake as they’d been the first time they met. The Pythia 
almost had to admire them for it. 


“I thought Schlatt was still pretending I was back at the palace. Did he tell those of you at the 
ball the truth?” The Pythia asked, surprised by how steady his voice was despite the blood 
rushing in his ears. 


Eret shook their head. “Actually, he said the exact same thing to us that he’s been repeating 
nonstop to the media. But I had a feeling something was amiss from the start. After the 
Deathlings escaped, the entire palace went on lockdown and the guards ran searches on 
everyone’s rooms. I asked where you were and was told you’d been taken to a safe room, but 
as the night wore on and the searches continued, it wasn’t difficult to figure out they were 
looking for something.” 


“Did you confront Schlatt about it?” 


“Not directly, but I requested to see you again,” Eret explained, pushing their dark curls back 
from their face. “I said that we hadn’t gotten a chance to finish our conversation, but Schlatt 
said that it was too much of a security risk for anyone but him to see you. When I pushed the 
matter and reminded him of our impending alliance negotiations, he said he’d allow me to 
speak to you through the intercom to your room.” 


The Pythia paused at that. “But I wasn’t there.” 


“T believe it was one of those artificial voice programs designed to sound like you,” Eret 
continued, pursing their lips. “I was still suspicious, so I vaguely mentioned our first meeting 
by the Pool of Guidance without giving the details away, since neither of us mentioned that to 
Schlatt. You didn’t seem to have any clue what I was talking about, which confirmed to me 
that I wasn’t actually speaking to the real you.” 


“That’s fucked up,” Tommy muttered. “He had some AI shit pretending to be you?” 


“T guess so,” he said, nausea twisting his gut once more. He took a breath before looking up 
at Eret again. “You didn’t tell Schlatt you knew it wasn’t me.” 


Eret shook their head. “No, I did not. I went along with the ruse and took my leave back to 
Angia. Once things settled down, I had Foolish travel back to Manberg to see if he could get 
in contact with the Deathlings.” 


“To see if they knew where I was?” The Pythia questioned. 


A beat passed as Eret’s smile faltered. “Um, well, that was part of it. But for complete 
transparency, I was trying to contact them for reasons mostly unrelated to you.” 


Oh. That was more of a blow to his ego than he expected it to be. 


“You just wanted to make sure he was out of the way,” Tommy cut in, his distaste for Eret 
more than clear in his voice. 


“There’s no easy way to put it, so, yes, I wanted to make sure that Clara’s Chosen would not 
be able to interfere with our plans,” Eret told him, fiddling with the rings on their fingers. “I 

suspected that the Deathlings might know where you were, but I wasn’t looking for you. But 
then Foolish ran into you and your friend here at a night market one night.” 


The Pythia winced, while Tommy cursed under his breath. Shit. 


“Sorry to interrupt,” Phil said, walking over to them, “but Tommy, I don’t remember you 
telling me you ran into anyone at the night market.” 


Voice tight, Phil folded his arms over his chest, and stared Tommy down as he shrunk further 
into the Pythia’s side. 


“It wasn’t, like, a big deal-” 


“It was my fault,” the Pythia cut in. “I bumped into Foolish and didn’t think when I looked 
up to apologize to him. My mask was pulled down because we’d been eating, so he saw the 
blindfold and my face.” 


Something cold glinted in Phil’s eyes. “And neither of you thought to mention this?” 
“We didn’t think it was a big deal!” Tommy argued. 


“Well clearly it was, because imagine if Foolish had been working for Schlatt and not Eret. 
Do you know how fucked we would’ve been?” Phil snapped, glaring at Tommy. 


“But he wasn’t working for Schlatt, so we’re fine,” Tommy shot back. 


“But you should’ve told us about it,” Phil pushed. Then, he looked back up at the Pythia. “I 
thought you at least would’ve had the sense to bring that up!” 


He flinched hearing Phil’s sharp tone directed at him for once. “I didn’t want you getting 
more upset with Tommy than you already were!” 


Frown deepening, Phil opened his mouth to say something else, but Techno spoke before he 
could. 


“Phil, maybe don’t scold the kids in front of a potential business partner.” 
Kids? As in both of them? 


Even though Eret was very skilled at holding a poker face, the Pythia could feel their 
amusement crackling in the air between them. His cheeks burned, and couldn’t help but be 
reminded of Schlatt. How he would always brush the Pythia off, even in front of other world 
leaders. Definitely not like he was a child, but like he was beneath Schlatt as opposed to 
being his divine equal. 


“T’m not your fucking child,” he snapped without thinking, the heat in his chest a stark 
contrast to the gentle warmth he felt only an hour before when Tommy had asked about their 
cover story. 


The scowl on Phil’s face softened, while Techno made it a point not to meet the Pythia’s 
blindfold when he glanced his way. Tommy then squeezed his fingers, but instead of 
squeezing back, the Pythia pulled his hand away completely. 


“So, uh,” Foolish laughed awkwardly at his attempt to break the icy silence that had suddenly 
fallen over the group, “I wouldn’t have known it was you in the market if Eret hadn’t told me 
what you looked like. So at least there’s that. But if you wanna know how I found you guys, I 
was already trying to find a way to contact the Deathlings for Eret. When I realized the 
Pythia was out running around the city, I thought, ‘hey, he might be with the Deathling’s so I 
snapped a pic of you two on that hoverbike and went to an old business pal of mine, since 
he’s the kind of guy who’s good at getting information.” 


The Pythia narrowed his eyes behind the blindfold. He didn’t mean- 


“Lemme tell you, Quackity looked like he was ready to shit himself when I showed him that 
picture,” Foolish continued, dropping down onto the couch. “But we go, like, wayyy back. So 
when I told him I was looking for the Deathling’s and that I knew they had the Pythia, it 
didn’t take much to convince him to give me a number to call.” 


Eret raised an eyebrow. “It took most of the credit budget I gave you,” they pointed out. 
Foolish nodded. “But I stayed in the budget, which I think counts as a win.” 


While Eret sighed, the Pythia’s brows furrowed as another realization dawned on him. “So 
Quackity lied to me when he said he didn’t know anything about the meeting Phil and Techno 
were going to?” 


“Welcome to dealing with Quackity,” Techno snorted. “Never trust anything that guy says.” 


“Tn all fairness, all Quackity did was give Foolish a number to contact us at,” Phil pointed 
out, his frustration having died down over the past few minutes. “We didn’t tell him shit after 
that.” 


Well, he supposed Quackity didn’t lie to him then, but only on a technicality. That actually 
made perfect sense for him, and the Pythia almost laughed at the revelation. 


“So the night we got chased, you two were meeting with Eret?” The Pythia asked, gesturing 
to Phil and Techno. 


“Yup. Had to make sure this was the real thing, y know?” Phil nodded. 


“At the same time, I had Foolish stick to the streets to keep an eye on the protests going on,” 
Eret continued. “It was pure luck that he spotted the two of you running from those police 
officers.” 


That made sense. The pieces were finally starting to fall into place. 


“So you thought the best way to help us get away was by driving your car into a wall?” 
Tommy asked, frowning at Foolish. 


Foolish shrugged. “It worked, didn’t it?” 
Well, he had a point there. 


“To make a long story short, during our meeting, I ended up telling these two that I knew the 
Deathlings had access to the Pythia, and explained that if we were to move forward with 
working together, I wanted you to be involved with our plans,” Eret explained, folding their 
hands in front of them. “Now, if that answers your immediate questions, I have a few of my 
own for you, if that’s alright?” 


The Pythia straightened up at this. “Depends on what the questions are.” 


A half-smirk played at Eret’s lips. “You’re far less agreeable than I remember you being, 
Pythia.” They paused, looking him up and down. “Though I suppose it could be said I wasn’t 
meeting you that night. I was speaking to a visage of something holy. But now I’m speaking 
to the person behind the veil for the first time.” 


The buzzing returned under his skin, and he shifted his weight from foot to foot. 
“Am I on the right track?” Eret pressed, their smirk growing. 


Suddenly, he wished he was still holding Tommy’s hand. But Tommy had moved a few steps 
away now, and Eret would notice if he moved closer. 


“According to Clara, there isn’t supposed to be a person behind the veil,” the Pythia said, 
folding his arms over his chest. 


Eret raised an eyebrow. “And do you agree with that?” 


A few months ago, he would’ve. But despite the familiar mantras about his lack of 
personhood pounding away at his skull, Wilbur couldn’t bring himself to recite any of them. 
Not right now. Not after everything that had brought him to this point. 


“Tm still deciding,” he answered instead. 


To his surprise, Eret’s smile grew. 


“Let me know once you come to a decision. I’d be fascinated to hear the answer,” Eret said, 
although there was a strange tightness to their voice the Pythia couldn’t place. “Regarding 
more pressing matters though, am I right to assume the fact that you’re still with the 
Deathlings means you’re staying of your own accord?” 


“Figured that was obvious,” the Pythia muttered. 


“Just wanted to make sure. Now, am I also right in assuming that while you were still at the 
palace, your relationship with Schlatt was... tense, to say the least?” 


The Pythia huffed. He’d made his side clear. There wasn’t much point in keeping those kinds 
of details from Eret. 


“If you noticed that I didn’t seem all that surprised when the ball had a few unexpected 
visitors, it’s because I wasn’t,” the Pythia told them, shoving down the anxiety that grew 
louder at the idea of him telling a vision to a rival monarch. “Schlatt and I had gotten into an 
argument that morning because I had a vision warning me that the Deathlings were going to 
show up at the ball. I didn’t see the details, but I knew something bad was going to happen, 
so I tried to get him to cancel it. But he refused.” 


Eret’s eyes widened in understanding. “Schlatt doesn’t seem like the type of man who is good 
at taking advice from others.” 


“He’s not,” the Pythia confirmed. “He never took my advice. Never cared for it. It didn’t 
matter that I’m the mouthpiece for a literal goddess. Schlatt was always going to do what he 
wanted to do.” 


“That’s not surprising to me,” Eret said, folding their arms behind their back as they took a 
few steps away from the Pythia so they could pace around the room. “As I’m sure you’ve 
heard, I’ve been getting... a bit fed up with Schlatt’s shit, so to speak. Manberg is a dying 
nation. It used to sit as one of the strongest powers of the modern world, but now it’s merely 
a shadow of its former self. And with the way Schlatt is running things, I fear war will 
become an inevitability.” 


At this, the Pythia frowned. “You don’t want a war?” 


“No leader in their right mind wants to wage war,” Eret scoffed, shaking their head. “But I 
don’t want Schlatt to remain in power either. And luckily for me, there’s a group already 
present within Manberg that shares those same sentiments.” 


They flashed Phil a pointed look, and Phil pushed his hair back from his face before nodding. 


“Eret has offered to assist us with getting rid of the current government, and will also help 
stabilize things once the dust has settled.” 


Looking to his right, the Pythia noticed Tommy’s eyes go wide as he glanced between Eret, 
Phil, Techno, and then back to Phil. He blinked a few times like he was wondering if he heard 
Phil right, and it was then the Pythia saw the fear in his eyes. 


“What the fuck?” Tommy exclaimed, shaking his head. “We’re gonna overthrow the fucking 
government?!” 


“What did you think we were tryin’ to do all these years, Tommy?” Techno asked, giving 
Tommy a flat stare. “This has been our goal from the start. You were well aware of that.” 


“I know but-” Tommy glanced helplessly from Phil to Techno. “This is fucking real, man! 
Like, we’re talking to the leader of another goddamn country right now!” 


Techno blinked. “Bruh, how did you not pick up on that till just now?” 


“No, I mean it just- it didn’t hit me I guess!” Tommy dragged his hands down his face, a 
small wheeze escaping him as his lungs stuttered again. “Just- fuck, man! We’re really gonna 
do this?” 


“T’m not going to make a final decision without getting input from the rest of our group,” Phil 
cut in, stepping over to Tommy to rest a hand on his shoulder. “But yes, this is real. We’re 
talking about this now.” 


Taking a shuddering breath, Tommy lifted his head, and his gaze met the Pythia’s blindfold. 
For a moment, the two stared at each other. Tommy’s shoulders were hunched. His jaw was 
clenched. He was trying not to let his hands shake. 


Tommy’s tells weren’t noticeable to anyone else in the room, but Wilbur could see every last 
one of them. 


Without saying a word, Wilbur lifted his arm and Tommy immediately tucked himself into 
his side, leaving Phil off to the side. He pulled Tommy into a half hug, ignoring the way 
Eret’s eyebrows rose at the gesture. 


“T suppose now is a good time to also mention that while it’s considered a bit of a social 
taboo, there’s no actual law banning Death worship in Angia,” Eret added after a moment. “If 
we do go through with this plan, I’ll make sure that once things stabilize with Manberg’s new 
government, Death worship is no longer outlawed.” 


The Pythia narrowed his eyes behind the blindfold. “And what role do I play in all this?” 
Eret smiled again, and Wilbur wondered why their smile never seemed to reach their eyes. 


“For the most part, you just need to stay out of the way. As long as Schlatt doesn’t have you, 
he won’t see us coming,” Eret explained, taking a step towards him and Tommy. 


“But also...” the Pythia trailed off, giving Eret an expectant look. 
“Well, if you happen to get a vision telling us how things are going to go, I imagine you’d 
want to tell the Deathlings to ensure their safety,” Eret continued, looking at the arm the 


Pythia had wrapped around Tommy’s shoulder. “And if there’s anything in the vision relevant 
to myself, well, we’re allies after all.” 


The Pythia nodded slowly. “Right. I see what you’re saying.” 


There were still more songs for him to sing. Prophecies that might actually be listened to. 
Even though he didn’t want to hear what Clara had to say to him, now he would be waiting 
for Her message once again. 


Same dreams, different monarch. 


His bird let out a squawk of protest, and he winced when the shrike’s beak jabbed into his 
ribs. 


But this was it. This was their chance to make things right. This was what the Deathlings had 
been waiting for. 


So what else could Wilbur do but agree? 


The Pythia nodded, and Tommy’s breathing stuttered again. 
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smoke in his lungs, smoke in his mind 
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There s smoke in his lungs. 


It burns. Burns and burns and burns. Crawling up his throat and suffocating him from the 
inside out. 


Heat—overbearing, overwhelming. A stark contrast to the ice cold fear running through his 
veins. Fear that squeezes his insides and chokes the little air he holds onto right out of him. 
Fear that screams at him to move. Fear that screams at him to do something. 


A gasp. 

Cool water rushes over his head. 

The water engulfs him. The water cradles him. He can t find what he’s looking for and the 
fear screams even louder than before. Because he 5 alone. He’s alone and hes not supposed 


to be. 


He surfaces to suck in another lungful of smoke. His vision blurs as he stares at Clara s 
upturned face. Her eyes dont meet his. 


They never will. 


Ignoring the way it burns, he takes another breath and dives back under the water. 
“Wilbur! Wilbur, wake up!” 


The Pythia jolted awake. Without thinking he sucked in a lungful of air, surprised when there 
wasn’t any smoke to burn the back of his throat. 


Through blurred vision, he struggled to make out the outline of a face in front of his own. 
There were hands on his shoulders—one warm, one cool. He took another gasping breath, 
and blinked as the world came into focus. 


“Wilbur, can you hear me?” Tommy asked, his familiar voice piercing through the ringing in 
his ears. “You’re awake, man. Just breathe.” 


The ringing began to fade as Tommy’s features sharpened. The Pythia took another breath, 
his heart thudding painfully against the walls of his chest. 


“Yeah, there you go. Since you got working lungs, if you don’t use them it’s offensive to 
me,” Tommy joked, and even in his half-asleep haze, Wilbur found himself letting out an 
exasperated sigh at that. 


Tommy grinned. “Didn’t like that one?” 


He opened his mouth to speak, but hesitated. His throat felt raw from the smoke, and even 
though he realized it was a dream, the idea of speaking felt impossible at that moment. Like 
even if he tried it, his voice wouldn’t respond. Like the smoke had been real. Like the fire and 
the water had all been real. 


...Well, it wasn’t real yet. But it would be. He just didn’t know when. 


Instead of responding, Wilbur shook his head. Tommy’s smile faded as he pulled his hands 
away from Wilbur’s shoulders. 


“You okay?” 


Squeezing his eyes shut, he winced when he saw the uncaring statue of Clara staring up at the 
ceiling once again. 


He shook his head. 


“That’s fine. You don’t have to talk yet if you’re not feeling up to it,” Tommy said, leaning 
back against his own pillow. “Sorry that I, uh, woke you up. But you just kept gasping like 
you couldn’t breathe and I thought you were gonna fucking suffocate in your sleep or 
something and just-” Tommy paused, looking at the wall. “You were crying, and it felt weird 
just, like, ignoring it.” 


Oh. 


Slowly, Wilbur sat up and winced at the throbbing in his temples. He brought his fingers to 
his cheek, and when he pulled his hand away again, it was damp. 


His heart had stopped pounding. When he sucked in another breath, his throat still felt raw, 
but it didn’t hurt. The phantom smoke was beginning to fade, even if the memory of it lived 
on. 


A minute ticked by in silence. Wilbur focused on his breathing. The Pythia ran through the 
vision in his mind. 


Finally, 


“Vision,” he whispered, relief flooding through him when it didn’t hurt to speak. “It was a 
vision.” 


Beside him, Tommy tensed. “It was bad, then.” 
The Pythia didn’t miss how it wasn’t a question. 


“I think so,” he said, staring at his hands in his lap. “I couldn’t really tell what was going on 
but-” he hesitated, remembering his desperate gasps for air. “I was scared. Really fucking 
scared.” 


Tommy raised an eyebrow. “Of what?” 


“The fact that I was alone. There was something wrong with that. I wasn’t supposed to be 
there by myself, and I think I was-” he furrowed his brows. “I was trying to find someone.” 


He paused again. Tommy was silent, waiting for him to go on. 


“There was a fire somewhere, and the smoke was making it really difficult to breathe. I 
jumped in water at one point, and when I surfaced I saw a statue of Clara.” He lifted his head, 
forcing himself to meet Tommy’s eyes despite how direct eye contact still felt so wrong to 
him. “I don’t- I don’t know when it’s supposed to happen. I don’t know where it is. I could 
barely see and I just don’t understand it at all.” 


Letting out a breath, he buried his face in his hands. A beat of silence ticked by. Then 
another. 


“If you don’t even know what’s going on in the vision, how the hell are you supposed to 
change anything about it?” Tommy finally asked. 


The Pythia huffed. “I don’t have the slightest fucking idea.” 


More silence. The Pythia lifted his head and wondered if this was the time where he was 
supposed to pray to Clara. If Clara was waiting for him to ask Tommy to leave the room, so 
he could bow his head and beg Her to help him make sense of the flames and the water. 


But the anger that had burnt in Wilbur’s chest when he ranted to Tommy about how unfair it 
all was hadn’t left him. It sat behind his ribs, simmering away and almost burning worse than 
the smoke that had clogged his throat in the dream. Clara had never given him answers 
before. He didn’t expect Her to start now. 


“I don’t think either of us really wants to go to breakfast, but Phil told me they’re gonna 
announce the plan to everyone else so I think we need to be there,” Tommy finally said. 


Biting back a sigh, the Pythia nodded and pushed to his feet. “Let’s not keep them waiting.” 


A few minutes later, he and Tommy made their way into the cafeteria and found all the 
Deathlings already gathered. Everyone was still separated into their usual groups—Niki and 
Jack on one rug, Sam and Ponk nearby, with Tubbo, Ranboo, and Aimsey on the opposite 
side—but now Phil and Techno were there too. They were both standing at the front where 
breakfast had already been laid out, talking in low voices to each other over plates of artbake. 


The Pythia absentmindedly tightened the knot of his blindfold as he and Tommy walked over. 
“Morning boys,” Phil said as the two approached. 


“Have you told them yet?” Tommy asked in a low voice, glancing around the rest of the 
room. 


Phil shook his head. “No. We wanted to wait for everyone to at least get some food in their 
stomachs before we said anything.” 


“Didn’t wanna ruin anyone’s appetites,” Techno muttered, brows furrowed like he was lost in 
thought. 


The Pythia frowned at the bitterness in Techno’s voice, but his focus was quickly pulled away 
when Phil spoke again. 


“Are you doing alright after yesterday?” 
Phil was looking right at him, and he belatedly realized the question was meant for him. 
“Um, yeah, I’m alright,” he said, ignoring the pointed stare Tommy threw his way. 


Phil raised an eyebrow at that, and the Pythia silently pleaded that he wouldn’t push the issue. 
Not right now. Not in front of so many people. 


After a beat though, Phil dropped his shoulders and looked back at Tommy. “And what about 
you?” 


“Oh, y’know, doing fine,” Tommy shrugged, although he was even worse at lying than the 
Pythia was. Phil seemed to think so too, judging by the way his eyes narrowed. 


Then, after another beat, “Still a little freaked out at how... real this all is, I guess.” 


At this, Phil’s face softened, and he reached out to squeeze Tommy’s shoulder. “I get it. It’s 
scary to realize how close this all is. But you trust me, right?” 


Tommy didn’t need to think about that one. “Obviously.” 


“Then trust that me and Techno know what we’re doing,” Phil insisted, flashing Tommy a 
small smile. “And like I said last night, we’re just talking about it for right now. If the others 
don’t want to go through with the plan, we won’t. It’s as simple as that.” 


Some of the tension leaked out of Tommy’s shoulders, and he gave Phil a weak smile in 
return. 


Techno, meanwhile, huffed out a, “Don’t act like we don’t already know what they’re going 
to say.” 


The smile faded from Phil’s face as he gave Techno an exasperated look. “You never know.” 


“But we do know,” Techno argued, keeping his voice low. “This is the closest we’ve gotten to 
what we’ve been fighting for for years. We know our people, Phil. They’re all going to say 
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yes. 


“Is that a problem?” The Pythia cut in, confused by the bitter note lingering under Techno’s 
words. “Because yov’re saying it’s what they want, but in a way that sounds like it’s not the 
same thing as what you want.” 


Techno narrowed his eyes at the Pythia’s blindfold, considering him for a moment before 
folding his arms over his chest. 


“It is what I want, but I never thought we’d overthrow the government with the help of 
another government,” he explained, his red eyes almost looking darker than normal. “And 
then when it’s all said and done, we’re just gonna get another government put right back-” 


“Techno,” Phil cut in, “I get it. ’m not happy about it either. But we can work out the fine 
print when we get to it.” 


“By playing nice with a monarch,” Techno pointed out. 


“To a certain extent. C’mon Techno, you know me. I’m not gonna kiss any royal ass once 
Schlatt’s off the throne,” Phil scoffed, shaking his head. 


Techno considered this, his frown smoothing out as he looked out at the group gathered in 
front of him once again. 


“Yeah, you’re terrible at kissing ass,” Techno teased after a moment, almost smiling but not 
quite. 


Phil rolled his eyes. “Like you’re any better.” 


“Hey, I’ve been told I can be kinda funny sometimes,” Techno shot back, nudging Phil with 
his elbow. 


“Techno, I hate to break it to you, but whoever told you that was lying,” Tommy cut in, 
flashing Techno a shit-eating grin. 


Techno snorted. “Tommy, you only think that because everyone lies to you about how funny 
you are.” 


At this, Tommy’s grin only grew. “Oh! So the fact that no one’s ever told me I’m funny 
means I’m actually really funny? Thanks Techno. That means a lot to hear.” 


“Now hang on, I didn’t say-” 


“Alright, let’s not drag this out,” Phil jumped in, cutting the banter off. “I wanna make this 
announcement sooner rather than later, so you two-” he looked between Tommy and the 
Pythia, “get yourselves plates and go sit down so we can make the announcement.” 


Smile disappearing, Tommy nodded once as he reached for a plate and grabbed himself some 
artbake. The Pythia did the same, despite the fact that he didn’t feel very hungry at all. 


Once they had their plates, they left Phil and Techno at the front as they made their way over 
to join Tubbo, Aimsey, and Ranboo. 


“Uh, hey, do you guys know what’s going on?” Ranboo asked as soon as they both sat down. 
“I know Phil and Techno have some kind of announcement they wanna make. It’s about 
where you all went out last night, right?” 


Tommy's eyes fell to his plate as he nodded. “Yeah. It’s about that.” 
Ranboo and Aimsey shared an alarmed look at Tommy’s tone, while Tubbo frowned. 
“How bad is it?” He asked, dropping his own artbake onto his plate. 


Clenching his jaw, Tommy glanced at the Pythia, and it was obvious he didn’t know what to 
say. 


Deciding to let Tommy have a moment, the Pythia jumped in with, “It’s not bad. Not really.” 


Tubbo’s frown deepened. “The two of you look like you saw a fucking ghost or something. 
It’s gotta be bad.” 


“No, I’m serious. It’s not a bad thing,” the Pythia insisted, shaking his head. “It’s just... a 
lot.” 


“I don’t understand,” Aimsey cut in. “If it’s not bad, what’s all the secrecy about? Why do 
Phil and Techno have to make some huge announcement to us all at once?” 


“It’s hard to explain-” 
“Just wait a few damn minutes and you'll find out,” Tommy snapped, cutting the Pythia off. 
Aimsey flushed, and Tommy sighed as he shook his head. 


“I didn’t mean it like- I wasn’t trying to be a dick. I’m just-” 


“We’re tired,” the Pythia said, saving Tommy from his stammering. “We were out late last 
night, and once you guys find out what’s going on you’ll get what we mean when we say it’s 
a lot.” 


“It’s okay. I get that,” Aimsey nodded, readjusting the beanie on their head. 


“I mean I’m still confused about why the Pythia went to this secret meeting in the first place, 
but whatever. I’m sure it’1] make sense soon,” Tubbo muttered under his breath. 


The Pythia tensed. Tommy snapped his head up. 
“Don’t start that shit again.” 


Tubbo held his hands up in mock surrender. “It was just a question, Tom. Wasn’t trying to 
start anything.” 


Tommy narrowed his eyes. For a beat, he and Tubbo stared each other down. 


Then, Tommy’s shoulders dropped and he went back to looking at his plate. Lowering his 
hands, Tubbo did the same. 


A tense silence fell over the group as they picked at their breakfast. It was difficult to build 
up an appetite with a serious announcement looming over your head, and even though the 
Pythia knew what Phil and Techno were going to talk about, his appetite was practically 
nonexistent. 


Usually, conversation bounced off the walls of the cafeteria like the babbling voices of the 
bathhouse river. Today though, it was muted. Voices were quiet. Laughter was minimal. No 
one seemed to be eating much as they all kept sneaking glances back at Phil and Techno. 


Everyone was holding their breath. Waiting for the news to drop. 


It only seemed to take another few minutes for Phil to realize this. He tapped Techno’s 
shoulder and gestured to the other Deathlings, and Techno nodded, setting down his plate 
before taking a step forward. 


“Uh, alright, guys?” 


Talking cut out all at once. All eyes turned to Techno, and he blinked at the sudden attention 
on him. 


“Oh. It was easier to get you all to shut up than I thought it’d be.” He blinked a few times, 
like he hadn’t actually thought about what he’d do once he got this far. “Okay, well, I guess 
we'll just kinda... get right into it?” 


The group continued to stare up at Techno in silence. He coughed once. 


“Well, uh, I’m pretty sure everyone here knows that for the past few weeks, Phil and I have 
been meeting with a contact who could potentially help us out,” Techno began, folding his 
arms over his chest. “To put a long story short, our contact figured out that not only was the 


Pythia not in the palace like Schlatt’s been claiming, but that he was with us instead. From 
there, they said that if we wanted our discussions to continue, they wanted to speak with the 
Pythia face to face.” 


Across the room, the Pythia locked eyes with Niki through his blindfold. The worry was 
plain on her face, and he tried to give her a small nod of reassurance, but the crease in her 
brows didn’t fade. 


Apparently deciding that he’d done enough explaining, Techno shot Phil a pointed look, and 
Phil nodded as he stepped forward to take Techno’s spot at the front of the room. 


“Last night, Techno, the Pythia, Tommy, and I went to meet with our contact,” Phil 
continued. “After some more discussion between all of us, our contact confirmed their offer 
to help us and laid out their plan. Now the ball is in our court as to if we actually want to go 
through with it or not. Which is why we’re here now, telling the rest of you what’s going on.” 


Phil paused, letting the information sink in. 
Then, 


“Our contact is King Eret of Angia. And they want our help with overthrowing Schlatt.” 
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The room erupted into noise. Gasps of ‘what the fuck?’ And “You’ve gotta be shitting me,’ 
and “what do you mean Tommy met the ruler of Angia-” echoed off the walls. Aimsey and 
Ranboo both seemed to be bouncing questions between Tommy and Phil, Tubbo was 
punching Tommy’s arm demanding to know why he hadn’t told him sooner, Jack was 
shouting something at Phil about how they were long overdue for a revolution, while Niki 
seemed to be trying to ask Techno how they even knew it was safe to meet with Eret in the 
first place. The only two that were silent were Sam and Ponk, who both seemed content to 
watch the shouting die down before trying to get their own questions across. 


“Guys-” Phil exclaimed over the voices. “Guys c’mon- I can’t answer all your questions at 
the same fucking time so you need to shut up!” 


The silence wasn’t immediate. But the questions faded out, and Phil sighed before nodding at 
the group. 


“If you’d all give me a minute to fucking explain then we can save the questions for later!” 
He exclaimed. “Anyway- just- alright. I’m gonna keep this short and sweet. Eret’s right hand 
man, Foolish, was sent into Manberg to try and find us. It turns out Foolish knows our good 
friend Quackity, and ended up going to Quackity to try and get information about how he 
could get in contact with us. Since Quackity knew Foolish, he knew he wouldn’t turn us in, 
so he gave him a number to contact me with. Techno and I worked things out with Eret from 
there.” 


The Pythia didn’t miss how Phil chose not to mention Foolish’s connection to him and 
Tommy. He wondered if that was just because he was trying to keep the explanation simple, 
or if he didn’t want to give the others another reason to be upset at Tommy. 


“So last night,” Phil continued, drawing the Pythia’s attention again, “the four of us met with 
Eret. During our last meeting with them, they laid out a hypothetical plan for us to overthrow 
Schlatt, without Eret publicly having to be involved. I’m sure you all have figured this out, 
but while Eret doesn’t want Schlatt to be in power just like us, if they were to take any direct 
moves to stage a coup, it would turn into an all out war. So they want our help with taking 
down Schlatt from the inside.” 


At this, Tubbo scoffed. “So they want us to do their dirty work?” 


“Not exactly, but I see where you get that impression,” Phil said. “On the surface, it will look 
like we broke in, threw Schlatt and his council in prison cells, and then Angia swooped in to 
stabilize things and helped establish a new government. But the thing is, we’re not capable of 
breaking into the palace and taking things over on our own. Eret knows this. So they will 
provide us with extra manpower and whatever technology we need, without saying it’s from 
Angia.” 


“So... make the Deathlings look more powerful than we are?” Niki asked, furrowing her 
brows. 


“Yup.” 


Suddenly, Sam straightened up. “How do we know we can trust Eret? What if right after we 
get rid of Schlatt, they have all of us arrested?” 


“Well, for one thing they still don’t know where we live,” Techno cut in. “They don’t have 
any personal information on us except for our first names. And sure, that’s probably enough 
for them to find out who we are. But they also won’t get any benefit from screwing us over. 
We’re not runnin’ the government ourselves. They’ll be able to do whatever the hell they 
want once Schlatt’s out of there. What would they get from throwing us in jail cells besides 
making another enemy?” 


“Techno, I must admit, I’m a little surprised to hear you of all people being so okay with the 
idea of installing a new government,” Ponk pointed out. 


Huffing, Techno shook his head. “I’m not really ‘okay’ with it, but I’m also not an idiot. 
We’re out of options. We’ve barely made any progress hiding under Quackity’s bar for all 
these years, so we gotta find a way to at least be able to step outside without getting 
arrested.” 


Aimsey’s eyes widened at this. “Wait, do you mean that if Eret takes over-” 


“Our side of the bargain is that if we help Eret, they’ll legalize Death worship once again,” 
Phil explained. 


A hush fell over the group. Wide-eyed looks were shared across the cafeteria as the weight of 
Phil’s statement settled on everyone’s shoulders. 


“You’re serious?” Ranboo asked in a low voice. “We wouldn’t have to hide anymore?” 


“No, we wouldn’t. While Death worship is taboo in Angia, it was never made officially 
illegal,” Phil told them. 


Another moment of silence. A few of the Deathlings nodded, while others stared off into 
space, like they couldn’t imagine a world where they didn’t have to hide under the streets of 
the city they were born in. A world where saying Kristin’s name out loud wouldn’t put them 
at risk. A world where the rest of the country could learn that Death wasn’t always something 
to be feared. 


Tommy, meanwhile, seemed to be the only person troubled hearing this. He had his knees 
pulled up to his chest, and frowned at the ground as the beats ticked on. 


Then, 


“What the hell are we waiting for? I think we owe it to Kristin to go through with this,” Jack 
said, furrowing his brows as he looked at the rest of the group. 


Techno shook his head. “Don’t get too eager yet, Jack. This isn’t a decision to make lightly. 
Even with Eret’s help, this is a risky plan.” 


“We’re going to let you all take the day to think it over,” Phil continued. “If you have any 
concerns or objections to the plan, feel free to find me in the adyton, or talk to Techno if you 
see him around.” 


Phantom smoke curled up in the Pythia’s throat once again. The vision was so disjointed, for 
all he knew it could’ve been referring to something entirely unrelated to the plan. But at the 
same time, he knew that was just his own naive hope. Because there was nothing else it could 
be. Nothing else would make sense. 


He watched Phil’s back as he left the cafeteria while Techno lingered by the front. Despite the 
fact that he’d barely eaten any of his breakfast, he found himself wanting to go after Phil. To 
warn him about the flames and the water and that all-suffocating smoke. 


The Pythia set his plate off to the side. As he prepared to get to his feet though, a hand on his 
arm stopped him. 


“Where are you going?” Tommy asked quietly. 
“T think I need to talk to Phil,” he explained, keeping his voice just as low. 


Tommy glanced over his shoulder where Phil had disappeared back into the hallway. “Are 
you gonna tell him about...” he trailed off, sparing a look back at Tubbo and the others. Even 
though the three of them weren’t paying attention to their conversation, it was obvious 
Tommy didn’t want to say the word ‘vision’ out loud, and the Pythia appreciated that. 


“T’m still deciding, but, uh, probably,” the Pythia said, shoving down his urge to wince at the 
confession. “I feel like I have to.” 


What else would Clara have sent him a vision about if it wasn’t the Deathlings plan? Why 
would She have sent it if She didn’t want him to tell someone who could actually do 


something about it? 


Maybe it was sacrilege to pass along a warning vision to the leader of the Deathlings (before 
it happened this time), but once again, he felt the anger simmering behind his ribs. If he was 
breaking one of Her tenets by telling the vision to Phil, then maybe She would stop sending 

him visions entirely. These days, it would be closer to a relief than a punishment. 


...wow. He really had changed. 
Before he could think too deeply about that though- 
“Do you want me to come with you?” 


Blinking out of his thoughts, Wilbur met Tommy’s eyes again through the blindfold. Tommy 
wanted to come with. Wilbur could tell that much. And on most days, Wilbur would’ve said 
yes. He would’ve accepted the familiar comfort of a metal hand squeezing his own. He 
would’ve leaned on Tommy like he always did. 


But in the light of the cafeteria, he could see the bags sitting under Tommy’s eyes. The skin 
around the nails on his non-metal hand were picked raw, and there was a hollowness to his 
cheeks that was more noticeable with each passing day. 


The meeting with Eret had shaken Tommy more than Wilbur thought it would, but he also 
knew it wasn’t just that. Tommy had been off since he’d been cursed. When he thought 
Wilbur wasn’t paying attention, he’d mutter prayers to Kristin under his breath. Every time 
they passed Kristin’s statue in the main chamber, he’d stiffen up, like he was waiting for her 
to take him right then and there. And although Tommy seemed unaware of it, he talked in his 
sleep. Never full sentences, but small whispers of “Kristin please, ” that he’d repeat over and 
over again. 


Wilbur did his best to ignore them. Those pleas weren’t for him to hear. But each time he 
heard Tommy’s voice crack, it felt like the shrike was jamming its beak into his ribs all over 
again. It was his fault. He knew that. But Tommy was refusing to blame him, and Wilbur 
couldn’t help but wonder if there was a part of Tommy that was blaming Kristin instead. 


Maybe blame was the wrong word. Maybe he was trying to find answers from Kristin. 
Maybe he was waiting for Her to tell him if the curse was real or not. Maybe he was begging 
Her to give him some kind of sign to put his mind at ease. 


It was all speculation. Wilbur hadn’t asked Tommy about his relationship with Kristin 
recently, and he didn’t plan on it. But he knew one thing for sure, and that was what it looked 
like when your goddess refused to answer your pleas. 


Kristin wasn’t answering Tommy. And it was clear that Tommy wasn’t taking it too well. 


“No, you should stay here with the others,” Wilbur whispered, gesturing to Tubbo, Ranboo, 
and Aimsey. 


It wouldn’t take his mind off the situation with Eret, but it would keep him from thinking 
about the curse, at least for the time being. And he needed a breather. 


“You sure?” Tommy pushed, the confusion on his face growing more obvious. 
“It’s just Phil. P1 be fine,” Wilbur reassured him. 


Although Tommy didn’t seem convinced, with a quiet huff, he nodded and let go of Wilbur’s 
arm. 


Getting to his feet, the Pythia ignored Tubbo’s questioning look, and turned on his heel to 
leave the cafeteria. Before he turned though, he noticed Niki had gotten up to talk to Techno 
at the front. The two were speaking in low voices, Niki nodding intently like she was taking 
mental notes on whatever Techno was telling her. 


Neither of them noticed the Pythia as he slipped out of the room. He made his way down the 
hallway and back to the main chamber, his heart pounding in his chest as he passed beneath 
Kristin’s statue. 


As always, the hair on the back of his neck rose when he felt Her eyes lingering on him. His 
steps paused, and he glanced up to meet the smile curving under the brim of Her hat. It 
wasn’t a mocking smile, but he felt mocked anyway. Because the statue itself was a reminder 
that even when he was in Lady Death’s domain—as far away as he could get from Clara’s 
gaze—he was still being watched by a being more powerful than he could ever hope to be. 
Not watched over. Just watched. 


Clenching his jaw, Wilbur forced himself to resume walking. 


Once he got to the door to the adyton, he knocked a few times before stepping back. A few 
beats passed, and there was no sound on the other side. He waited, counting the seconds in 
his head. Then, he counted the minutes. 


He knocked again. Nothing. 


Frowning, the Pythia wondered if he should leave, when he noticed a sliver of light peeking 
through the door to the office. Reaching out, the door creaked when his hands brushed 
against it, and it was then the Pythia realized the door was cracked open. 


Ducking under the doorway, the Pythia crept inside the office. His heart pounded as he 
glanced from wall to wall, looking for any sign of Phil. While the office itself was empty, it 
was then he saw that the holo-map on the left side of the room had been shut off. Without its 
flickering glow distracting his eyes, the Pythia immediately noticed the outline of a door 
embedded in the wall he’d never seen before. 


The door was made of the same stone as the rest of the wall, which was why it had blended in 
so well before. The heavy stone had been pushed aside though, leaving the door slightly 
cracked open just like the door to the adyton was. 


The Pythia moved around Phil’s desk to approach the stone door. He tried to peek through the 
crack, but the room beyond was too dark to see anything. When he pressed his ear to it, it was 
completely silent as well. 


He glanced around again. Phil was still nowhere to be found. 


Swallowing down his fear, the Pythia pushed open the door. He grunted at how heavy the 
stone was, but after a few beats, he moved it far enough to squeeze through. His shoulders 
ached as he forced his way between the layers of stone, but then he finally stumbled onto flat 
ground. 


As soon as his eyes landed on the stars painted across the floor and ceiling, the Pythia knew 
exactly where he was. 


He supposed it made sense for the catacombs to connect to the adyton, but he was still 
startled by the hundreds of skulls suddenly watching him from the walls. His gaze trailed 
along the stars spiraling across the floor, twisting and circling until they came to the base of 
Kristin’s statue. 


Phil stood in front of the statue, head bowed and hands resting in Kristin's, similar to how he 
stood the first time he let the Pythia stand outside the veil. The Pythia tensed when he noticed 
Phil, and wondered if he would be able to sneak back into the adyton without him noticing 
the intrusion until- 


“PII be done in a minute, mate,” Phil called out, his eyes shut as his grip on Kristin’s stone 
fingers tightened. 


The Pythia winced. Shit. Of course Phil heard him come in. 


“Oh, okay,” the Pythia said, debating if he should go wait in the office instead of watching 
Phil pray. 


At the sound of his voice though, Phil’s eyes flew open. His hands fell from Kristin’s as he 
looked over his shoulder, eyebrows raising when he saw the Pythia standing in front of the 
stone door. 


“Oh, didn’t expect you to stop by,” Phil said, looking him up and down. 


“I didn’t mean to interrupt,” the Pythia told him, shifting his weight from foot to foot. “I can 
go wait-” 


Phil shook his head. “No, it’s fine. I was finishing up anyway. Just let me say my goodbyes.” 


He turned back to the statue and squeezed Kristin’s hand, muttering a few more words under 
his breath. The Pythia waited, breathing in the smell of dust as dozens of empty eye sockets 
focused on him. Strangely enough, the thing making him the most uncomfortable in that 
moment wasn’t the skulls. Instead it was the way the hair rose on the back of his neck being 
so close to Kristin’s statue once again. 


Kristin was watching him right now. He could feel the weight of Her gaze pressing down on 
him. Pressing him into the ground, digging his heels into the stone as he struggled to keep his 
eyes off of Her statue. He didn’t want Her watching him. He was here for Phil. Not another 
goddess. 


After a few more moments, Phil let out a soft sigh and stepped out from the line of stars 
dividing the veil. Despite the serene look on his face, the Pythia could still see the worry 
brewing behind his eyes. Whatever Kristin told him might’ve reassured him for the time 
being, but it wasn’t enough to abate Phil’s concerns entirely. 


“Alright, sorry about that. What’s going on?” Phil asked, turning around to face the Pythia. 


The Pythia opened his mouth to respond, but found his eyes flickering to the statue of Kristin 
looming over Phil’s shoulder. His chest squeezed at the idea of telling Phil about a vision in 
front of Her, so after a beat, he shook his head. 


“Can we go inside your office to talk?” 


Phil frowned, but nodded anyway. Breathing a sigh of relief, the Pythia led the way back into 
the office, squeezing between the stone until Phil yanked it open a bit further for him. 


The moment he was out of Kristin’s line of sight, the tension began to drain from his 
shoulders. He slumped back against Phil’s desk, waiting for him to slide the stone door shut 
behind them. Then, once the entrance to the catacombs was closed off, Phil walked up to the 
Pythia with his arms folded over his chest. 


“Better?” 
The Pythia nodded. “Yeah. Sorry, it’s just... a lot, in there.” 


The frown on Phil’s face softened. “Yeah, I get it. Standing so close to the veil isn’t easy for 
everyone.” He dropped his arms so they hung at his sides, before walking around the Pythia 
so he could sit down in his desk chair. “So what’s going on?” 


The Pythia took a breath. If he told Phil about his vision, it was almost certainly going to get 
relayed to Eret given their agreement the night before. Maybe that should’ve made him 
reconsider, but he’d made his choice the moment he left the cafeteria. 


“I had a vision last night.” The confession tasted like smoke. 
Phil blinked in surprise. “About the plan?” 
“T-” He hesitated. “I think so, but it was really difficult to tell what was going on.” 


Considering this for a moment, Phil’s brows furrowed as he slumped back in his seat. The 
Pythia waited for him to push for more. To ask him what he saw in the vision, or if he knew 
when it was going to happen, or what he thought Clara was trying to tell him with it. 


After a few moments though, 


“Why are you telling me this?” 
The Pythia froze. “What?” 


“You're telling me about a vision before it’s happened. You’ve never done that before,” Phil 
pointed out. “What changed?” 


That... wasn’t what he was expecting. 


“Well, you’re trying to decide whether or not to go through with the plan,” the Pythia 
explained, wringing his hands in his lap. “I thought you’d want to know how things might 
turn out.” 


Phil raised an eyebrow. “You thought I’d want to know? Or Tommy did?” 
Oh. He understood what Phil was getting at now. 
“Tommy isn’t forcing me to tell you this,” the Pythia quickly said, shaking his head. 


“Are you sure?” Phil questioned. “You can tell me. I understand how important your visions 
are, and if Tommy’s pushing you-” 


“No, he’s not,” the Pythia insisted. “Tommy’s never pushed me to talk about my visions. I 
decided this on my own.” 


Phil nodded, letting out a breath as he nodded to himself. “So you want to tell me about the 
vision.” 


The Pythia paused. Want wasn’t exactly the word he would use there, because he never really 
wanted to speak about his visions. Especially not this one. Not when the smoke was still 
choking him from the inside out. Not when he could still feel the water rushing over his head. 


“I... want you all to stay safe,” the Pythia answered, choosing his words carefully. “I 
received this vision for a reason, and after everything that’s happened I owe it to you all-” 


“No, I don’t want to hear that,” Phil cut him off, shaking his head. “You don’t owe us shit. 
You receive a vision of the future, it’s up to you what you want to do with it.” 


For some reason, those words made his chest ache. 
“I don’t understand,” he said after a beat. 


Sighing, Phil straightened up in his chair to properly meet the Pythia’s blindfold. “Just 
because you’ve decided to stay with us instead of going back to the palace doesn’t mean we 
expect you to start acting as our own Pythia.” 


“So what, am I just supposed to ignore my visions?” The Pythia scoffed. 


Phil shrugged. “If that’s what you want to do, then yeah, ignore the shit out of them. I don’t 
care. But if you do tell me, I want you to tell me because you want to. Not because you’re the 


Pythia and you think you have to tell someone since that’s your ‘purpose’ or whatever the 
fuck.” 


It was getting more difficult to breathe as Phil’s words sunk in, but he tried to shove down the 
panic as he shook his head. 


“I’m not- I know you’re not going to force me to tell you,” he said, squeezing his fingers hard 
enough to hurt. 


“But you don’t want to,” Phil said. 
The Pythia shook his head again. “I- I do. I-” He clenched his jaw. “I want to,” he forced out. 
Phil didn’t seem convinced. “You sure?” 


No, he wasn’t sure. But he was going to tell Phil about his vision no matter what. In a way, 
he’d made this choice a dozen times already in a dozen different ways. With Tommy, with 
Niki, with those cops that had chased them—even if he wasn’t sure about what he was 
anymore, he’d made his loyalties clear. Both to himself and to Clara. 


“The vision was really difficult to follow, but there was a fire,” he said, deciding to just jump 
right into it before Phil could make him second-guess himself even more. “Smoke was filling 
the room, and- and there was water. I jumped into the water because I was looking for 
someone, and when I surfaced again, I found myself staring at a statue of Clara.” 


Although it was clear Phil wasn’t happy that the Pythia hadn’t been able to give hima 
convincing answer about whether or not he wanted to talk about the vision, he took in the 
Pythia’s words, nodding to himself as the gears turned in his head. 


“There’s no statues of Clara here,” was the first thing Phil said after nearly a minute. 
“Wherever the vision takes place, it’s outside the temple.” 


The Pythia nodded. “I couldn’t see much, but I have a gut feeling it was inside the palace.” 


“That would make sense,” Phil murmured, eyes falling to his desk. “Was there any sign that 
the plan had gone wrong? That we were set up?” 


“I couldn’t tell,” the Pythia confessed. “All I know is that I was looking for someone, and I 
was really fucking scared.” 


Phil considered this for a moment. “Do you think we should back out then?” 
...what? 


The Pythia snapped his head towards Phil. He waited for Phil to roll his eyes, or crack a 
sardonic smile and tell him that he was being sarcastic. That of course they weren’t going to 
back out of the plan just because he might’ve had a bad feeling about it. 


But the question hung in the air between them, wholly and completely genuine. Phil was 
waiting for an answer. Waiting for his advice. 


“T don’t know,” he said after a minute. “Usually I have some kind of sense of what I need to 
do. Some gut feeling about what the vision is telling me. But there’s nothing this time. It’s 
just... chaos.” 


Looking up from his desk, Phil met his blindfold again before pushing out of the chair and to 
his feet. He gestured for the Pythia to make room where he was leaning against the side of 
the desk, and when he did, Phil squeezed beside him so they were both slumped against the 
stone—shoulder to shoulder. 


“You know, I understand if you’re not exactly okay with what we’re doing,” Phil said after a 
moment. “No one’s going to hold it against you if you don’t want to be involved in this.” 


Swallowing down the lump in his throat, the Pythia shrugged. “While I wouldn’t say I’m 
totally on board with what you’re doing, I want something to change. I know that much.” He 
paused. “I’m supposed to be loyal to the crown. As the Pythia, the way I’m supposed to serve 
Clara is by serving the Emperor. But I just-” 


His breathing hitched. 


“T’m just so fucking sick of it,” he confessed, voice cracking. “I’m sick of being a puppet for 
the gods. I’m sick of my entire existence being defined by how I’m supposed to serve a deity 
I’ve never even spoken to directly. There’s a voice in my head that keeps telling me I have to 
serve Clara, but then a louder voice asks me why. Why the hell should I serve Her when 
She’s done nothing to help me my entire life? Why should I be loyal to a deity that clearly 
doesn’t give a single shit about my wellbeing?” 


His heart was pounding again. Behind his blindfold, his vision began to blur as he struggled 
to push down the wave of frustration bubbling up inside of him like lava. It was choking him 
like the smoke and it burned like the anger and it fucking hurt. 


“You keep asking me what I want, Phil. If I wanted to tell you about the vision. If I want to 
be involved in the plan or not. But I don’t know what I want because I’m not supposed to 
have wants,” he continued, the words spilling out of him now as the heat rose higher and 
higher up his throat. “I- I want answers. I want answers for why I should give a shit what 
Clara thinks. I want Clara Herself to give me a fucking sign, or a vision that actually helps 
instead of just making me freak out until it happens!” He exclaimed, dragging his hands 
through his hair as he curled in on himself. 


The air that was flowing in and out of his lungs wasn’t doing anything. His head was 
spinning as the heat became unbearable, and he twisted his fingers into his hair until pain 
flashed through his scalp. 


Suddenly, the shoulder pressed against his own disappeared as Phil moved in front of him. 


“Hey, you’re starting to hyperventilate. How about we take a second to-” 
“What does it even matter?!” He asked, his voice breaking as the heat made its way up to his 
head. “I know I- I’m not a real person and I never was, so it shouldn’t matter if I even 
breathe. But-” he winced, “Clara above, I hate being a fucking thing.” 


Hate. That’s what he was choking on right now. Hatred for the emptiness inside of him that 
he would never be able to fill, no matter how much he pretended he could. Hatred for Clara, 
for making him this way. Hatred for the fact that he couldn’t be truly empty, because if he 
was, he wouldn’t want to be something different. He wouldn’t want anything at all. 


He was gasping now, and through his blurred vision, he could just barely make out the 
overwhelming concern warping Phil’s face. 


“You're not a thing,” Phil said, reaching out to try and tug his hands away from his hair. 
“But-” 


“No, you’re going to breathe because you’re a person who needs to. That’s all you need to 
focus on right now, okay?” 


He let go of his hair as Phil kept his hands wrapped around his wrists. Every breath he took 
he had to fight for, but the shrike was back to its screaming, and he had to breathe so it could 
keep going. Because he didn’t want it to stop. He wanted the angry birdsong echoing in his 
ears to play on loop because it was reminding him that he wasn’t fully empty. 


And if he wasn’t fully empty, maybe, just maybe, what Phil was saying had a grain of truth to 
it. 


“People get angry,” Phil told him in a low voice after his breathing had started to slow. 
“People get upset when they’re treated unfairly. People want things, like answers for why 
things are the way they are.” 


At some point, he and Phil both ended up sitting on the floor. His back was pressed against 
the desk, and Phil was crouched in front of him, still holding his wrists. 


“You said you wanted those answers, and I wish I had them for you but I don’t,” Phil 
continued, finally letting go of his wrists. “But the fact that you want them means 
something.” 


He brought his hands to his chest, staring at his unscarred hands and wondering once again 
what they would’ve looked like now if he’d never been taken to the palace. If he’d never 
been told he was empty. If none of this had ever happened to him. 


Wilbur thought about wanting answers he couldn’t have. Then, he thought about what Phil 
had asked him the day after he cursed Tommy. 


“You shouldnt be the Pythia, or you don t want to be?” 
“I don t want to answer that. ” 
Wilbur might not get answers of his own, but he could give one now. 


“I don’t want to be the Pythia anymore,” he whispered. 


Even though he was hidden far beneath the earth, and even though the catacombs were 
blocked by a slab of stone, he could feel the combined weight of Clara and Kristin’s stares 
like they were standing right in front of him. 


The words were out there, floating in the air between him and Phil. It was real now. It was 
real and the confession tasted like smoke and dust. 


Suddenly, there was a hand on his shoulder, and he forced himself to look up to meet Phil’s 
eyes. 


Phil was smiling. Not like he’d been waiting for this, not like he knew all along, but instead 
his smile was smaller. Sadder. But it was still a smile. 


“Then you don’t have to be. You can just be a person.” 


A shudder ran through him hearing those words. It still felt impossible, because he wasn’t 
supposed to be a person. Clara had made him empty for a reason. But Phil said it without any 
trace of doubt. Like it was something he could just speak into existence. 


“Wilbur,” he whispered, and the shrike crooned in relief. 


Phil blinked, brows furrowing for a moment, before suddenly his eyes widened in 
understanding. 


“Wilbur,” he repeated, and Wilbur nodded once, his throat closing up as his vision blurred 
again. Phil’s smile grew. “I like that. Wilbur fits you.” 


Wilbur didn’t know if that was true, but he found himself tipping forward anyway, and this 
time Phil didn’t seem surprised in the slightest as he wrapped his arms around Wilbur’s 
shoulders and pulled him into a hug. 


The two hugged for several minutes, neither speaking as Wilbur’s heartbeat finally went back 
to normal. His mind felt weighed down and his stomach was still tying itself into knots, but 
the birdsong in his ears was anything but angry. The burning in his head had faded to a softer 
warmth, and he took deep breaths as even warmer hands ran up and down his shoulders, 
reminding him that he wasn’t alone. 


Wilbur pulled back first. He slumped back against the side of the desk, dragging his hands 
through his hair and wincing when he hit sore spots from how hard he was pulling on it 
earlier. Phil readjusted so he was sitting criss-cross in front of him, hands resting on his 
elbows as he waited for Wilbur to get settled. 


“Like I said before, it’s entirely up to you what you want to do. But until Schlatt is gone, 
you’re not going to be able to live as your own person without worrying that he’s going to 
find you,” Phil explained, staring straight at Wilbur’s blindfold. 


Of course Wilbur had known that. But knowing something and hearing it laid out so plainly 
were two different things. 


“I want to help you get rid of him,” Wilbur said after a beat. 


Phil opened his mouth to respond, but before he could, a knock echoed through the office. 


Wilbur stiffened, while Phil craned his neck around the corner of the desk so he could see the 
front door. 


“Who is it?” He called out. 
“Just me,” Techno called back. “Thought I heard talkin’ in there. Am I good to come in?” 
Sitting back in front of Wilbur, Phil raised an eyebrow at him in silent question. Zs this okay? 


Although every part of Wilbur’s mind felt horribly raw right then, he didn’t find himself 
shrinking away at the idea of Techno joining them. Instead, he nodded, and Phil gave him a 
small smile before calling out again. 


“Come in!” 


The door creaked as it opened. Phil stuck his hand out from behind the corner of the desk to 
wave Techno over, and Wilbur listened to his heavy footsteps as his boots thudded against the 
stone floor. 


When Techno came into view, he stood above Phil and Wilbur for a moment, frowning as he 
glanced between the two of them. 


“Uh, did I miss something?” 


“Kind of, but not really. We were just having a conversation and-” Phil paused, glancing at 
Wilbur again and raising his eyebrows. “Can I say it? It’s okay if the answer is no.” 


Wilbur considered Techno for a moment. He thought back to the understanding in Techno’s 
eyes when Wilbur complained about the government to him. He thought back to his steady 
presence when Wilbur was making his way down the stairs in the dark for the first time. 


Maybe he should’ve thought about it more, but Wilbur only nodded again, because he 
couldn’t think of any reason to say no. 


Phil looked back up at Techno. “Well, Wilbur and I were talking about the plan, and he wants 
to help us.” 


It was strange hearing that name on Phil’s lips. A name that both was his and not at the same 
time. But hearing the name come out of Phil’s mouth instead of ‘Pythia’ soothed something 
deep inside of him. 


Techno blinked once. Then, he crouched down so he was settled between Wilbur and Phil. 
“Wilbur, huh?” Techno asked, raising an eyebrow. 


His shoulders slumped in relief as a ghost of a smile flashed over his face. A similar ghost 
played across Techno’s. 


“T’m angry,” Wilbur said quietly, knowing Techno would understand what he meant. “So I 
want to do something about it.” 


Techno glanced back at Phil. The two shared a few unreadable looks, as if they were having a 
full conversation only they could hear. 


After a few seconds, Techno’s eyes met the blindfold again. 


“Well that’s good to hear,” Techno nodded. “We were actually talking about a potential plan 
for getting into the palace, but to make it work, we’re gonna need your help.” 


A chill ran down Wilbur’s spine at that, but the anger burning in his chest was enough to 
keep it at bay for now. 


“Tell me what I need to do.” 
ooo 


Later that day, after leaving the adyton with Phil and Techno’s voices ringing in his ears, 
Wilbur somehow found himself nursing a Pythia s Prophecy at Quackity’s bar. 


“You know, you can’t always expect me to open the lounge for you whenever you show up 
here,” Quackity was saying as he rinsed a cocktail shaker out. “So don’t think this is gonna 
be a normal thing or anything. You’re lucky I even let you in.” 


Wilbur sipped the drink, the taste of elderflower sitting heavy on his tongue. 


“Why’d you open it for me at all if it’s such an inconvenience?” Wilbur asked, keeping his 
eyes on the glitter shimmering inside his drink. 


“You never know. Maybe I’m trying to suck up to Clara just in case me not being religious 
bites me in the ass one day,” Quackity joked, setting down the shaker to rest his elbows on 
the bar. 


Wilbur tensed. “You’re barking up the wrong tree if that’s your goal, Q. Clara and I are ina 
bit of a... disagreement, if you will. So sucking up to me isn’t going to win you any favor 
with Her at the moment.” 


Quackity was quiet for a moment. Quieter than Wilbur expected him to be after saying 
something like that. 


“It’s a good thing I don’t give a shit about Clara then,” he finally said, his voice low. 


Looking up from his glass, Wilbur found Quackity staring at him with a look of complete 
seriousness on his face. 


Taking another sip of his drink, Wilbur dragged a hand down the side of his face. 


“Do you ever feel like you’re trapped, Big Q?” He asked, condensation pooling on the fingers 
he had wrapped around his glass. “Like you’re going in a single direction, and you couldn’t 


turn a different way even if you wanted to?” 


Quackity furrowed his brows. “In my experience, you can figure out a way to turn 
somewhere else. Even if you can’t find it at first, you’re never really trapped on one path. 
There’s always an out.” 


When Wilbur looked up, he noticed Quackity had leaned further over the bar so they were 
face to face. His eyes trailed along the puckered scar that ran through Quackity’s poker chip 
eye, and he found himself reaching out without thinking. 


Quackity tensed when Wilbur’s hand got near his face, but he never made contact with his 
skin. Instead, he let his hand hover there, and said, “Doesn’t seem like you were able to find a 
way out with whatever gave you this scar.” 


Scoffing, Quackity shook his head. “You don’t get it. This was the out.” 
Wilbur didn’t move his hand. Quackity didn’t move his head. 


“Do you wish you could’ve found another way?” Wilbur then asked, eyeing the way the 
puckered scar tissue tugged on all the other parts of Quackity’s face. 


“What’s done is done. I’m not gonna sit and whine about shit I can’t undo,” Quackity 
shrugged. “It doesn’t matter if there was another out I could’ve taken. That’s not what 
happened. I deal with the future I ended up with.” 


Running through the alley. A shout echoing off the brick walls. Tommy 5 terrified eyes 
meeting his own. 


“Sometimes, the future you end up with is unfair,’ Wilbur murmured, pulling his hand away 
to run his finger around the rim of his glass. “But yeah, I guess what’s done is done.” 


A beat. 

“I don’t understand how you can feel like you’re trapped when you can see the future,” 
Quackity said, grabbing Wilbur’s drink and bringing it up to his own lips for a sip. 
“Shouldn’t you be able to change direction better than anyone?” 

Quackity set the glass back down. A bitter smile spread over Wilbur’s face. 

“Yeah, you'd think so, wouldn’t you?” 


ood 


That night at dinner, Wilbur found himself avoiding Tommy’s eyes as Phil and Techno made 
their way up to the front of the room. 


His mouth still tasted of elderflower, despite having left Quackity’s bar hours before. When 
he got back into the temple, he immediately went to find Tommy, only for Techno to tell him 
Phil was having a meeting with him. 


Tommy hadn’t come out of Phil’s office until now. He wandered into the cafeteria, his 
nonmetal hand covered in bright red marks from where the metal on his other hand had dug 
into his skin—a telltale sign he’d been wringing his hands together. 


If it had been a different night, Wilbur would’ve immediately pulled Tommy aside and asked 
him what happened. And depending on Tommy’s answer, he would’ve gotten their food to 
go, and they would’ve shared dinner in his room telling each other the most random stories to 
keep their minds off the reality of their situation. 


But it wasn’t a different night. 


Phil and Techno’s plan kept echoing in the back of Wilbur’s mind. It echoed so loudly off the 
walls of his skull, he felt like Tommy would be able to hear it if he got too close. 


Wilbur kept his eyes on his plate, and had to suppress a flinch when Tommy’s shoulder 
brushed against his own. 


“Alright, I’m sure you’re all hungry so I’m gonna keep this quick,” Phil called out to the 
room, killing any quiet threads of conversation. “No one has objected to what I discussed 
with you all this morning. Therefore, we are going to move forward with our plan to break 
into the palace.” 


A cheer erupted from the group. Sam was clapping while Ponk was nodding his head in 
approval. Jack whooped and hollered while Tubbo pumped his fist in the air. Ranboo and 
Aimsey grinned at each other as they clapped, and even Niki seemed relieved as she smiled 
up at Phil and Techno. 


The only ones silent were him and Tommy. 


“Okay, let’s not get too excited, we still got a federal crime to commit,” Techno exclaimed, 
causing the cheers to quiet down. “Before we get that far though, we wanna go over some 
more specifics about the plan that Phil and I were able to work out today.” 


Nodding at Techno, Phil stepped forward again. “Now, before I explain what’s going to 
happen, let me tell you all our reasoning. We can’t just storm the palace, even with Eret’s 
help. We need to take out the security system, similar to what we did the night of the ball.” 


Tubbo furrowed his brows at this. “That was different though. I only had to take out the 
computer systems connected to the atrium. With all the backups and emergency overrides 
they have in place, I doubt I’d be able to take down the entire security system as a whole.” 


“That’s right. You’re not able to do that if you’re working from the outside,” Phil nodded, 
folding his arms over his chest. “But if we were able to, say, connect to the system from the 
inside of the palace itself to give you remote control over the computers...” 


Suddenly, Tubbo’s eyes widened. “That- I mean, that would work. But how the hell would 
we get inside while the security system’s still on?” 


Phil smiled, and the oil made itself known in Wilbur’s bones once again as it pooled deep 
inside of him. 


“T mean, we have someone in this room who if he showed up at the palace, would be allowed 
to waltz right in like he owned the place,” Phil explained, turning his head towards Wilbur. 


Tommy jolted as if he’d been shocked. Wilbur struggled to keep his breathing steady as all 
eyes in the room fell on him. 


“What the fuck? You- No, Phil, you gotta be fucking with us,” Jack said, frowning. 


“We’re not,” Techno cut in. “We’ve already talked it over. The Pythia will go back to the 
palace, saying he escaped from wherever the ‘evil Deathlings’ were keeping him. Even if he 
gets checked by security, it'll be brief. He’ll carry a drive with him that he’ll just have to 
connect to any computer system in the palace, and it’ll give Tubbo full access to their 
systems-” 


The room erupted into protests before Techno could finish. 


Sam was scowling as he echoed a familiar sentiment about not being able to trust him. Ponk 
was shaking his head, speaking more quietly about how that plan put a lot of faith into 
someone who was technically still their prisoner. Aimsey was shouting something about how 
a plan like that put all of them at risk—the Deathlings and the Pythia both. 


Niki, meanwhile, was scowling at Phil and Techno. Although it was hard to hear her, Wilbur 
was fairly sure she said something along the lines of, “it’s unfair to put him in that position.” 


And then there was Tommy. 


Tommy, who was the only person in the room not looking at Phil and Techno, and instead 
had his full focus on Wilbur. Tommy, who looked like he couldn’t decide if he wanted to 
scream at Wilbur or pull him into a hug. 


Tommy, who was already grabbing Wilbur’s arm and yanking him to his feet. 
“Wh- Tommy, what are you-” 
“We need to talk,” Tommy snapped, cutting Wilbur off. 


Wilbur’s mouth shut. He glanced around the room, and saw that Niki seemed to be the only 
person who noticed his and Tommy’s departure. She gave him a look of concern, and he 
quickly shook his head at her, trying to tell her it was fine. 


Tommy dragged him out of the room before he could wait to see Niki’s reaction to that. 


Neither one of them said anything as they made their way back to Wilbur’s room. Tommy’s 
face was set in a deep scowl, and Wilbur knew he should be feeling more in this moment. 
Maybe guilt for upsetting Tommy, or worry about how the plan was going to go. 


For the moment though, the only thing he felt was exhaustion. 


As soon as the door to Wilbur’s room slammed shut behind them, Tommy let go of Wilbur’s 
arm. Wilbur opened his mouth to try and say something else, but Tommy was reaching up 
and suddenly- 


“What the fuck?” Wilbur yelped as Tommy practically ripped the blindfold off his head. 


“No, I’m the one who should be saying what the fuck right now,” Tommy shot back, tossing 
the blindfold off to the side. “When did you agree to that plan with Phil and Techno?” 


Wilbur blinked a few times, head spinning at the sudden switch from the blur of magic over 
his vision to a much sharper reality. “When I went to go talk to Phil after breakfast.” 


“I thought you were going to tell him about the vision,” Tommy pointed out. 


“I did,” Wilbur said, making Tommy’s eyes go wide. “I told him everything I knew. He asked 
me if I thought we should back out of the plan with Eret, so I was honest and told him I don’t 
know.” 


“And then he asked you if you wanted to go back to the fucking palace and you said yes?” 
Tommy pushed. 


Clenching his jaw, Wilbur shook his head. “There... was more to it than that. But yeah, that’s 
kind of how it went.” 


Tommy stared at him for a moment, just as conflicted as he was back in the cafeteria. His 
brows furrowed as he began to pace around the room, his hands curling in and out of fists 
like he wasn’t sure what to do with them. 


“I- I just don’t get it, Wil,” Tommy said as he walked from wall to wall. “That place was 
fucking awful to you. Schlatt was a piece of shit! Why the hell would you go back?” 


“It wouldn’t be long-term or anything,” Wilbur argued weakly. “I’d get inside, connect that 
drive to something, and then Phil and Techno would come get me.” 


Freezing in place, Tommy turned to give Wilbur a flat stare. “And if the plan goes to shit? If 
Eret stabs us in the back? If Tubbo’s drive doesn’t work? What the fuck do you do then, 
Wilbur? Because then you’re gonna be right back where you started.” 


It'd be like he was twelve years old again. Trapped inside a golden cage while strangers ooed 
and awed over him, treating him like an expensive piece of art for them to admire all while 
ignoring any words that came out of his mouth. 


Except it would be worse this time. So much worse. 


Taking a breath, Wilbur focused on the warmth still lingering in his head and his chest. It 
would only take the slightest stoking to turn it into a roaring flame once again. 


“T have to do something, Tommy,” Wilbur said, his voice cracking. “If we don’t get rid of 
Schlatt, I’m still going to be trapped. I won’t ever be able to leave this temple without being 
terrified that I’m going to be found. Sure, it’s a hell of a lot better than being in the palace, 


but I’ve spent the last decade living in a cage. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life in 
another one.” 


Tommy considered this for a moment. His frown faded, and something much more honest 
took its place. Something fearful. 


“Look, it’s gonna be fine,” Wilbur tried to reassure him despite the fact that his hands were 
shaking. “We have the monarch of a whole ass country on our side. What could go wrong?” 


A lot could go wrong. Both Wilbur and Tommy knew that. 


A beat passed as Tommy stared at him. Then, he walked forward with his head held low, and 
suddenly Wilbur had Tommy pressed against him as the boy buried his face in Wilbur’s 
shoulder. 


“I’m not letting you get stuck there again,” Tommy murmured into his sweater. “If shit goes 
wrong, I don’t care if I have to blow up that entire damn palace. You’re not gonna be back in 
that cage.” 


Wilbur’s eyes began to burn as he brought his arms up around Tommy’s back to hug him 
closer. 


“T’m guessing I can’t try to convince you to sit this one out?” Wilbur asked, thinking back to 
how he’d been searching for someone in his vision. 


Tommy scoffed and shook his head, his hair scratching the side of Wilbur’s face. 


“No way. If you wanted me to sit this one out, you should’ve thought about that before you 
volunteered yourself like a fucking dumbass.” 


Sighing, Wilbur squeezed his eyes shut, ignoring the invisible stares still pressing down on 
him. He might have been trapped walking towards a future filled with smoke and water, but 
he wasn’t walking towards it alone. 


It seemed he was somehow dooming Tommy to an early grave over and over again. 
“Together then.” 
Tommy hugged him tighter. 


“Together.” 


Chapter End Notes 


well that was a lot, wasn't it? 


god this chapter was so much harder to write than I thought it would but I'm very happy 
with how it turned out. a LOT went down, and we're finally getting into the end game 
here. wilbur's going back to the palace :) 


OKAY IMPORTANT INFO TIME! 


there's going to be a bit of a longer wait than usual for the next chapter of this fic 
because I'm going out of town again! but it's not just me leaving for a lovejoy concert 
for a few days lol. the day after tomorrow I'm actually going to take a trip to europe and 
I'll be gone for three weeks. then, I'm probably going to be exhausted after my trip, so 
I'm estimating it'll take me another week to recover before I can write the next chapter. 
so basically don't expect any updates from me in the entire month of september. just 
wanted to let you all know! if you want to stay updated on what I'm up to while I'm 
gone, check out my tumblr or twitter be I'll definitely be posting fun pictures and the 
like :) 


also, unrelated to the trip but I realized that while I posted the blueprints for the Death 
Temple on my tumblr ages ago I totally forgot to put them here. so, uh, sorry about that. 
here you go 


okay that's all for now! please let me know what you thought down in the comments, 
they really make my day :D 


btw I have a discord server! if you like my work and wanna talk about it with others, 
check it out here https://discord.gg/HF4z3SqUgE 


the playlist for this fic is a jam check it out here 


hmu on tumblr and twitter @bonesandthebees 


flying back to the cage 


Chapter Summary 


Clara lit the path, and the Pythia was able to find his way home. 


Chapter Notes 


Hi everyone I’M BACK! So it seems like my original estimate was pretty spot on. I said 
I probably wasn’t going to update for the rest of September, and here we are on October 
Ist with a ~double feature~ from me (which you’ll see what I mean when you get to the 
end notes) 


Anyway ty all for the well wishes you gave me on my trip!! I had an AMAZING time, 
I’m so grateful I was able to go on a trip like that and visit such beautiful places. I miss 
it so much already and really hope I'll get a chance to travel out of the country again 
soon. Both Scotland and the Netherlands especially captured my heart and I’d love to go 
back to either of those places because there was still so much there I wanted to check out 
but didn’t have time for! I also just miss being in walkable cities with good public 
transportation. Pls. I can’t stand LA traffic I’m suffering over here. 


Ok Pll stop rambling now, like I said make sure to check out the end notes for a very fun 
thing! Hope you guys enjoy this chapter! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


He could almost see his reflection in the cerulean tile beneath his feet. 


Arched ceilings made of glimmering white stone soared above his head, which gave him a 
headache to look at for too long. Footsteps echoed off the walls around him on all sides, the 
light glinting off the guards armor in the corners of his vision. 


It didn’t seem real. Not the light, not the tile, not the guards—it was too perfect to be true. 
Too manufactured to be beautiful. 


With his overgrown hair and wrinkled clothes, he didn’t belong in the palace like he once 
had. He was a cracked statue in a sea of marble masterpieces. A facsimile of the goddess he 
was supposed to serve. 


Yet, he was back. And when the group of guards led him to a towering set of gold doors, he 
took an unsteady breath, and let the mask of the Pythia slide back into its rightful place. 


“His Imperial Majesty, Emperor Schlatt,” the Captain of the guard decreed, bending at the 
knee once they’d reached the throne. “May I present: the Pythia, who has finally been 
returned to us.” 


The rest of the guards knelt. On the throne made of gold and marble, a familiar figure pushed 
to his feet. 


“Well fuck me,” Schlatt huffed, “and here I thought you were dead.” 
Red eyes met his blindfold. 


“Tf I didn’t know any better, Schlatt, I’d say you almost sound disappointed,” he said, folding 
his arms behind his back. 


Those same red eyes narrowed, and the Pythia’s smile tightened. 
Suddenly, everything felt far too real. 
It was the night before the coup, and Wilbur found himself staring at a familiar door. 


His head buzzed in time with his blood. Nervous energy hummed through him like a livewire, 
and this time the cool metal hand wrapped around his own did little to soothe it. 


This time tomorrow he would be back in the palace. He would walk through those halls, nod 
at his priests and thank the guards for ‘saving’ him. He would stand in front of Schlatt and 
recount the story of his kidnapping, lie after lie spilling from his lips as he tried to make 
Schlatt believe he was glad to be back. That he had been waiting for this day for months. 


Ina way, he had been waiting for that day. But waiting in the way a man sentenced to death 
waited for his day of judgement. A guillotine has been poised above his head ever since he 
left the palace walls, and tomorrow it was finally going to drop. 


But for now, the guillotine s rope was held taut. The hand wrapped around his own was solid, 
and the door in front of him was waiting for him to knock on it. 


“Uh, Wilbur,” Tommy spoke up, making him jump. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” 
No, he wasn t. But not for the reasons Tommy thought it wasn t a good idea. 


“Don t worry. She 5 expecting us,” Wilbur reassured him, although his voice betrayed his 
nerves. 


Tommy raised an eyebrow. “Both of us?” 
Wilbur nodded. “Yes. Both of us.” 


With that, he didn t let himself think before using his free hand to rap on the door three times. 
The sound echoed off the starry mural above their heads. 


Then, they waited. 


“Y’know, I almost didn’t believe my guards when they told me they found you,” Schlatt said, 
making his way down the steps of the throne. “I was totally convinced it was gonna be some 
crazy look alike or some shit. But then they told me they ran a scan and wouldn’t you know 
it, my Pythia had returned to me.” 


It took all his willpower not to flinch at the way Schlatt said my Pythia. The words wormed 
their way under his skin, crawling down into his stomach and making anxiety twist in his gut. 
He was the Pythia, yes, but he was never Schlatt’s Pythia. Schlatt himself made sure of that. 


“So tell me,” Schlatt continued, dropping off the last step so they were only a few feet apart, 
“where have you been hiding all this time?” 


Clenching his jaw, the Pythia forced himself to meet Schlatt’s blood-red gaze through the 
blindfold. 


“You know damn well I wasn’t hiding,” he began, digging his nails into his palm. “I was 
kidnapped by the Deathlings the night of the ball, and they’ve been holding me hostage ever 
since.” 


His voice cracked on the word ‘deathlings’. To everyone in the throne room, it would be a 
sign of how terrified he was to talk about what he went through. The reality wasn’t quite the 
same, but he let the fear bleed into his words anyway, hoping it would help quell any doubts 
about his story. 


“And it took you this long to escape?” Schlatt asked, raising an eyebrow. 


Condescension dripped from his voice. Anger briefly took over the fear buzzing in the 
Pythia’s face as he scowled. 


“What do you mean by that? I should be asking you why you weren’t able to fucking find 
me!” The Pythia exclaimed, taking a step towards Schlatt. 


Schlatt folded his arms over his chest. “Believe me, we used all the goddamn resources we 
could trying to find you and we didn’t turn up jack shit.” 


The memory of Schlatt’s interview with Tina flashed through his mind, and his scowl 
deepened. 


“Well clearly you weren’t looking hard enough,” he snapped. “So yes, it took me a while to 
escape. It was me versus the entirety of the fucking Deathlings. That’s not exactly a fair 
battle.” 


A beat passed as Schlatt stared at him, the suspicion plain on his face. 
After a moment, the door swung open. 


Niki stood on the other side, flashing Wilbur a smile the second she saw him. Then, her gaze 
fell on Tommy and her smile faltered, the hand at her side curling into a fist. She hesitated, 
before taking a breath and letting her smile soften as she looked back at Wilbur. 


“So you decided to do it after all,” Niki said. 


It had still been a question of whether or not he was going to go through with this when he’d 
spoken to Niki about it the night before. When she offered, he explained to her that while he 
wanted to, he knew he wouldnt be able to go through with it so soon unless he had Tommy by 
his side. And although Niki lips had twisted in disgust hearing this, after a moment of 
consideration, she sighed and said she would put up with Tommy for his sake. 


He’d left her room saying he still wasn t completely sure yet, but now the decision had been 
made. Tomorrow he would be back at the palace, so it was now or never. 


“Did you finish the design yet? ” Wilbur asked while squeezing Tommy s hand. 
Niki gave a small nod. “I have. Do you wanna come see?”’ 


Suddenly, Tommy gasped. “You're getting a tattoo?!” Before Wilbur could even respond, a 
brilliant grin stretched across Tommy 5 face. “Holy shit! This is fucking awesome! Why didn t 
you tell me you were thinking about this? I could’ve helped with the design- I mean, well, it 
seems like you got that figured out with Niki already, but you know what I mean. ” 


“Tve been considering it for... a while now,” Wilbur admitted, looking at the wall over 
Tommy 5 shoulder. “I wasnt sure if I was going to actually get it or not, but, well, ” he 
paused, eyes dropping to the ground. “I wanted to get it before I went back there.” 


Tommy 5 smile faded almost as quickly as it came. “Wait, this isn t like a bucket list sort of 
thing, right? Because you’re not gonna fucking die, or else I’m gonna break into Kristin s 
house myself and-”’ 


“No, I’m not worried about that, ” Wilbur said, shaking his head. And truthfully, he wasn t 
worried about dying. At least not in the physical sense. 


Letting go of Tommy 5 hand, Wilbur held his palms in front of him, trying to remember the 
scars that used to litter his skin when he was a child. After so many years, the memories he 
had of them were more imaginary than anything else. What his scars could ’ve looked like. 
How the pale tissue would’ve stretched and faded as he got older. What new scars would ’ve 
been added to the collection over the years. What kind of life would ’ve been read between his 
palms if he’d never set foot in that palace. 


Instead though, the skin was smooth. Marble, almost. Like that of a vase, or a statue. 

“I want to get it so I wont forget,” Wilbur finally said, looking up to meet Tommy 5 eyes. 
Tommy furrowed his brows. “Forget what?” 

“What I-” He paused, taking a breath. “Who I am.” 


“You look different,” Schlatt finally said, the crease between his brows smoothing out as he 
looked the Pythia up and down. His raking gaze paused when he reached the blindfold again. 
“Ts your hair longer?” 


“T’d imagine so, considering the Deathlings didn’t bring a hairdresser to the room I was tied 
up in for over six months,” he snapped, the little patience he had for Schlatt already growing 
thin. 


At this, Schlatt raised an eyebrow again. “So you were tied up?” The Pythia nodded. 
“Where?” 


Shit. Although he’d spoken with Phil and Techno about what he would tell Schlatt when he 
inevitably asked about the details of his kidnapping, his heart still lodged itself in his throat at 
the idea of slipping up and giving Schlatt too much information. 


“T’m not really sure. The room I was in didn’t have any windows, and anytime I wasn’t there 
they kept a bag over my head,” he lied, fiddling with the cuffs of his sleeves. 


Before leaving the temple, he’d changed back into the billowy clothing he’d been wearing the 
night he was kidnapped. It was creased and covered in dust from all the time it spent in the 
bottom of Tommy’s bag, but he ended up asking Tommy to tear a few holes in it to make sure 
it looked like he’d been wearing it all this time. 


Even with how raggedy it was now though, the gauze and glitter felt foreign against his skin. 
The fabric fluttered and the metallic embroidery caught the light with every step he took. It 
made him feel like something that was difficult to look at close up, and needed to be 
observed from afar. Putting distance between the Pythia and everyone else around him. He 
was sure that was purposeful on the part of whoever designed it. 


“If you were tied up in a room with no windows, and had a bag over your head whenever you 
were let out, how did you escape?” Schlatt then asked, taking one final step towards the 
Pythia so they were standing face to face. 


The last time the Pythia stood this close to Schlatt, the two had been arguing about whether 
or not to cancel the ball. The strange part was that Schlatt looked almost exactly the same as 
he had all those months ago. With his unnerving crimson eyes, mutton chops kept perfectly 
trimmed by the royal stylists, dark hair gelled back from his face—not a single thing about 
Schlatt had changed. And this was the way it was supposed to be. The Emperor was a 
monument to the state. A pillar representing generations of leadership. And just as the 
Emperor was unchanging, so was the vessel of Clara that stood at his side. 


At least, that’s how it was supposed to be. But the Pythia’s hair was longer. A scar ran 
through his eyebrow. Clothes that had been made specifically for him felt like they belonged 
to a stranger. 


He changed, and Schlatt hadn’t. And judging by the dark glint in Schlatt’s eyes, he’d come to 
that realization as well. 


“They were moving me at one point,” the Pythia began, again hoping the cracks in his voice 
would be mistaken for fear of the Deathlings. “I don’t know where or why, but I just 
remember getting a bag thrown over my head, and then feeling everything rumble around me. 
I figured out I was in a car, and I guess since they’d been holding me hostage for so long they 


decided it would be okay to leave me back there without a guard. I managed to get the bag 
off, and then waited till we were at a light to jump out and make a break for it.” 


Schlatt narrowed his eyes. “Huh. Sounds like a pretty dramatic escape.” He glanced over the 
Pythia’s shoulder at the guards still kneeling behind them. “Since we got cameras everywhere 
in this city, I’m sure one of them spotted the car so we can track it-” 


“We do have the footage of his escape, Your Majesty,” the head guard cut in. “I reviewed it 
while we were transporting the Pythia back to the palace. The vehicle had no tags on it, and 
the driver was wearing a mask. The databases weren’t able to pull anything up on it.” 


Apparently the car Foolish had crashed into the parking garage the night he and Tommy were 
chased wasn’t the only spare car Eret had access to. After they’d gone over the plan with 
Eret, they had offered up a car and a driver (Foolish wearing a mask) to stage the Pythia’s 
escape with. 


If what Foolish told the Pythia was true, that car would be little more than a pile of scrap 
metal at the junkyard by now. 


Despite the anxiety writhing under his skin, the Pythia had to hold back a smile at Schlatt’s 
scowl. 


“You mean to tell me that even though we have nearly every inch of this damn city under 
surveillance, we can’t find a single fucking car?” Schlatt snapped at the guard. 


“Tt hasn’t even been an hour since the Pythia was located, Your Majesty. Once we get more 
time with the footage, we’ll hopefully be able to track where it went and find the driver.” 


Schlatt’s scowl deepened. Satisfaction curled in the Pythia’s chest. 


Niki led them into the parlor, gesturing for Wilbur to take a seat on the stone bed while 
dragging another chair over for herself. Tommy was left standing off to the side, clearly 
unsure if he should find something to sit on as well, or just stay where he was. 


After a moment of hesitation, Tommy walked over to Niki desk to grab a bean bag. Niki kept 
her eyes on her sketchbook as he dragged it over, although Wilbur noticed a faint twitch in 
her brow when Tommy bumped into her tray of tools by accident. 


“Here, I can make some more minor changes if you’re still not happy,” Niki said once Tommy 
was settled, flipping the sketchbook around for Wilbur to see. 


The shrike in his chest perked up seeing the design once again. It was almost exactly the 
same as before, with one bird desperately trying to escape while the other accepted its fate. 
But now instead of a thorn piercing through the dying bird's chest, it was a thin, curved bone 
that perfectly matched the line of a rib. The bone itself was broken on one end, like the bars 
of a cage that had been forcibly broken apart. 


Wilbur s heart skipped a beat. This was it. 


“Its perfect,” he said, reaching out to lightly trace the ink with his fingertip. 


Another smile bloomed across Niki’ face. “I’m so glad, Wilbur.” 
Out of the corner of his eye, Wilbur saw Tommy jolt. 

“Wh- she knows your name?” 

Oh yeah. He never mentioned that to Tommy, did he? 


“He told me a while ago,” Niki cut in, her eyes still fixed on the sketchbook. “Though I 
always assumed he told you first.” 


Tommy fell silent at that, and Wilbur clenched his jaw, remembering that he never actually 
told Tommy that name. Tommy found out about it all on his own. 


Niki noticed the silence. She raised an eyebrow, finally looking up to glance between them. 


A beat passed. Something unreadable flashed through her eyes, before she shifted her focus 
back to the sketchbook. 


“So where do you want it? ” Niki asked, tapping the edge of the tattoo. “I always imagined it 
being on a chest, but of course its entirely up to you.” 


Shit. Where did he want it? 


His chest probably made the most sense. His shrike was fluttering its wings, clearly excited at 
the idea. But when he tried to picture the design sitting above his heart, something about it 


felt... off. 


Well, in all fairness everything felt a bit off at that moment. His skin was still buzzing with 
nervous energy, nausea threatening to climb up his throat the more he thought about that 
needle piercing his skin. But this was a different kind of off. 


“I don t know,” he murmured, furrowing his brows. “I think I want it somewhere more 
visible. ” 


Yes, he needed to be able to hide the tattoo when he went to the palace tomorrow. But after 
that, he wanted it to be seen. Because the idea of others seeing the Pythia with a tattoo— 
seeing with their own eyes that he’d broken the tenets—was completely terrifying to him. It 
would lay his betrayal in Clara bare for all to see. It would make it impossible to go back to 
what he once was, and despite how scared he was of that, he knew it was what he wanted at 
the same time. 


Suddenly, there was a presence by his shoulder as Tommy stood up to see the design. 


“Oh, that’s so fucking sick,” Tommy said, grinning from ear to ear. “I think you should get it 
on your wrist. Like I think if it was centered on your pulse and wrapped around a bit that 
could look really cool. ” 


Glancing down at his hands, Wilbur pressed his thumb to the pulse point on his right hand. 
He felt his blood thrumming under his finger—a steady rhythm reminding him that his heart 


was beating. Blood pumped through his veins just like it did for anyone else. 


He tried to imagine the birds caught in their life or death struggle splashed across his skin 
there. And just like that, he felt something click into place. 


“I like that.” 


Niki pressed her lips into a thin line. “TIl have to make the design a bit smaller than I 
intended it to be to do that, but you should still be able to see the details just fine. Is that 
alright?” 


Wilbur nodded. “Yeah, that’ alright.” 


“Okay then,” Niki said, taking the sketchbook back and getting to her feet. “Let me make a 
stencil of this and we'll get started.” 


The Pythia fiddled with the gold buttons of his sleeve cuff while Schlatt cursed under his 
breath. 


“You're really not giving me shit to work with here, y’know,” Schlatt huffed, making his way 
back up the steps to his throne. “You were held hostage by the Deathlings for months, and 
you’re telling me you never figured out where you were? Did you at least get any of their 
names?” 


Before, the Pythia probably would’ve swallowed down his anger and tried to answer Schlatt’s 
question the best he could. Now though, he found himself frowning. 


“Ts that all you care about? Information I might have on the Deathlings?” He asked, hands 
falling to his sides. 


Schlatt stopped at his throne, leaning against the arm of the seat. “What the fuck else do you 
want from me?” 


The Pythia scoffed. “I don’t know, I guess I just expected at least an, ‘are you alright?’ or 
something.” 


“Well clearly you’re alright because you’ re standing right in front of me,” Schlatt said, 
gesturing up and down at the Pythia. “Sure, you look like shit. But you’re here, aren’t you?” 


The satisfaction that had been wrapping between his ribs dissipated as anger quickly took its 
place. 


“Are you even glad that I’m back?” He snapped, his voice rising. “Because you’d assume the 
Emperor’s direct connection to his goddess would be sorely missed, but from what I hear, no 
one outside the palace is even aware I was missing!” 


At this, Schlatt’s scowl faltered. “Okay, look, I had good reason for that. My guys tried 
everything they could to find you in the first few days, but when they couldn’t turn up jack, 
the last thing I wanted was people freaking out thinking we were without our prophet and that 
Clara was gonna send a plague on us or some bullshit like that. So I figured since you were 


never seen outside the palace anyway, we could just say you were here until we actually 
found you. Avoid mass panic and all that.” 


Although he understood why Schlatt had decided to keep the public in the dark, that 
combined with Schlatt’s incessant demand for information on the Deathlings and his blatant 
lack of concern for what happened to him was starting to get on his nerves. 


“Look, I get you’re pissed but like I said, you’re back now,” Schlatt continued, ignoring the 
frown growing on the Pythia’s face. “We can hash the rest of this out later. You’re probably 
gonna wanna sleep before we go any further. It’s been pretty wild the past few months, and 
right now you look like death fucking warmed over.” 


He really didn’t care. It shouldn’t have been a surprise, but Schlatt had a talent for exceeding 
his expectations in the worst ways possible. 


“Am I being dismissed?” The Pythia asked between gritted teeth. 
“Sure, let’s go with that,” Schlatt shrugged, turning to sit down on his throne once more. 


The guards behind him got to their feet, and the Pythia forced himself to step back. He turned 
to leave the room, the guards surrounding him on all sides, but before they reached the 
towering golden doors once more- 


“Oh, and Pythia!” 


Freezing midstep, the Pythia took a slow breath through his nose before looking back over 
his shoulder. 


“Yes?” 


“If you send a prayer Clara’s way tonight, maybe ask Her for some visions that’ll help us find 
the Deathlings. Since you weren’t able to find out much on your own,” Schlatt said, leaning 
back against the marble. 


The Pythia didn’t respond as he turned to head out of the room. 
Blue ink from the stencil contrasted with the pale skin of his wrist. 


His mind was at war with itself as he stared at the two birds wrapped over his pulse point. 
Because it was one thing to imagine the tattoo, but it was a whole other thing to actually see 
the design on his body for the first time. 


The edges of the shrike's wings curled around the bones of his wrist, while the hearts of both 
birds fell right over the blue and green veins snaking under his skin. The broken rib bone was 
like a slash across a page—it broke the design in half, drawing the eye to the dying bird on 
the left. Then, after realizing that birds impending fate, the viewer s eye would trail to the 
other, and see the stark difference between the two creatures. 


He liked it. He liked it so much, it scared him. Because that meant there was no more reason 
to put it off. This was happening—right here, right now. 


“Ts it okay?” Niki asked softly. “I can resize the stencil if you want it bigger or smaller-” 
“No, ” he forced out, shaking his head. “It’s- no. I like it as is.” 


Despite the fact that he was telling the truth, the way his voice cracked as he said that told 
Niki something else. Her eyes narrowed, but before she could say anything, there was a 
familiar warmth at his side again. 


“You okay?” Tommy whispered in his ear. 


Taking a breath, Wilbur noticed his hands were shaking, and curled them into fists to hide it. 
He was standing at a precipice, looking down at what could’ve been an endless void below. 


Once he got this tattoo, that was it. There was no going back. Everything he’d done up until 
this point—the name, talking about his visions, helping the Deathlings, scorning Schlatt— 
while it couldn t be undone, it wasn t irreparable. If he went back to the palace and begged 
Clara š forgiveness, She very well could give it to him. While he didn t know how likely it 
was, the important thing was that it wasn t impossible. His heels might’ve been hanging off 
the edge of the cliff, but he hadnt jumped yet. 


But this tattoo would act as a brand of his heresy. He would be severing himself from Clara 
completely. And that’s what he wanted. He’d come to terms with that already. 


So why was he so afraid to make the jump? 


His breathing picked up the longer he stared at the design on his wrist. Because that wasn t 
really his wrist. That wasn t his skin the blue ink had been splashed across. The unscarred 
palms resting on his knees, the grown out curls falling in front of his blindfold, the dark eyes 
hidden underneath the white silk—he couldnt say they were his. All of those features that 
made up the man Tommy and Niki both called ‘Wilbur’ didn t belong to him. They belonged 
to Clara. 


If he severed his connection to Clara with this tattoo, what did that mean for the hands he 
was staring at? He supposed it would be a way of staking a claim to this body he’d always 
been told was Her vessel first and foremost. But when he’d looked into that mirror, the face 
that stared back didn t feel like his. It was the vessel's face. Even with this tattoo, he didn t 
know if that would change. 


Where would he be then? If he got this tattoo and still felt like a stranger in his skin? 


The buzzing in his veins got worse as his thoughts sped up. His chest ached, the weight of 
Clara 5 stare pressing down on his shoulders as every breath became a struggle. There was a 
high-pitched ringing in his ears as blurs of pink and blonde moved around the edges of his 
vision. 


“Shit, not again-” Tommy 5 voice broke in, purple metal forcibly prying open the hands he’d 
curled into fists. 


Another metal hand landed on his shoulder. “No one is saying you have to do this, ” Niki 
murmured. “I can wipe that stuff off right now and wait until you’re ready. And if you never 
are, that’s fine too.” 


He squeezed his eyes shut as he shook his head. He wanted this. But the disconnect between 
his mind and his body was overriding everything else at the moment, because the Pythia 5 
hands were not his own. The Pythia was him, but he wasn t the Pythia. He wasn t anything. 
He could pretend all he wanted, but eyes didn t lie, and the eyes he saw reflected in that 
mirror didn t belong to- 


“Wilbur,” Tommy said, and every line in his body went rigid as his shrike perked up at the 
name. “Its okay, man. Just take a second to breathe. What’s going on?” 


Forcing himself to take a breath, he opened his eyes and stared at the blue stencil once again. 


“I want to do this,” he confessed. “But even if I do, this is never going to be me. These 
hands, legs, eyes- it’s always going to belong to Clara.” 


“Because the tenets say you’re not a person?” Niki asked, moving her hand down his 
shoulder to rest on his arm. 


Only a few days before, Phil had told him that people wanted things. The fact that he wanted 
answers from Clara, the fact that he was overwhelmed by his anger towards Her—it meant 
something. And Phil had seemed so sure when he said that he could just be a person. 


But how could he be a person if the hands in front of him didn t even belong to him? 


When he didn t answer Niki s question, something sad flashed over both her and Tommy 5 
faces. For a moment, the animosity between them dissipated into smoke as they shared a 
look, and suddenly, he and Tommy were face to face as Tommy moved his hands to both his 
shoulders. 


“Wilbur, how many times have you used your hands to smack me in the head when I’m acting 
like a dumbass?” 


The question was so out of left field, he had to blink a few times to process what Tommy said. 
“What?” 


“Your hands,” Tommy repeated, reaching to lift the hand with the stencil on it up. “These are 
the ones you use when you smack the shit out of me, right?” 


“Well-” He hesitated. “First off, I wouldnt say I smack the shit out of you-”’ 
“Don t change the subject. These are the hands you use for that, right?” 
Snapping his mouth shut, after another moment, he nodded. 


“And these are the legs you always complain are sore after we have to go up the stairs to O's 
bar,” Tommy continued, gesturing to his legs. 


Another pause. Another nod. 


“And this-” Tommy reached towards his face, poking the edge of his eyebrow, “is the scar 
you got when you walked into that sign at the night market like a fucking dumbass. Right?” 


Letting go of Niki s hand, he followed Tommy s hand and reached towards his face, running 
his finger over the raised ridge above his eye. 


“Then-” Grabbing the other hand he had the stencil on, Tommy guided his hand into his hair, 
their fingers running through his scalp together until they found the thicker ridge of scar 
tissue he’d almost forgotten about completely. “This is where you broke your head open when 
Jack Manifold pushed you, because you were defending me.” 


To his left, he felt more than saw Niki tense. But she didn t say anything, and the metal hand 
on his arm kept its grip loose. 


He ran his finger over the scar on his head. His breathing began to slow, and the weight on 
his shoulders lessened. 


“What are you trying to say?” 


Tommy dropped the hands from his shoulders. “You did all that shit, Wil. You, in your body. 
Not Clara 5.” 


Despite the fact that he no longer had to fight to breathe, there was still pressure in the back 
of his throat as he brought his hands back down to his lap. 


“Then why doesn t it feel like mine? ” He asked, his voice low. 


Niki gently squeezed his arm as she shifted into his line of sight. “Because you’ve been told 
for years that it isn t yours, and that’s not the kind of thing you can just put out of your head 
overnight,” she told him softly. “But it’ll get better, Wil. I didn t start feeling like my arms 
were really part of me for years after I got them. It took time, but I got there eventually.” 


Taking a deep breath, Wilbur looked down at his hands again. His eyes skimmed the smeared 
blue lines of the design, and he thought about all the times he’d reached for Tommy 5 hand 
for comfort. He thought about Quackity x nails digging into his skin. He thought about cool 
metal resting in his palm as he looked at his reflection for the first time in months, only to see 
a stranger in his eyes. 


These hands were his. Even if they didn t always feel like it, they belonged to him before they 
belonged to Clara, and they were still going to be his after he severed himself from Her. 


“Okay,” he breathed out. “Lets do it then. ” 


Leaving behind the throne room, his guards were silent as they made their way down a 
hallway the Pythia hadn’t seen in quite a long time. 


In a way, it almost gave him deja vu to the first time he’d been led through this palace. 
Twelve years old and trying to hide his shaking hands by shoving them in his pockets, the 


white arched ceilings seemed so large, he’d felt like he was stepping into the mouth of a 
monster that was going to swallow him when he wasn’t looking. A monster whose insides 
were too pretty to be real—glittering white stone and holographic stars projected through the 
air in all colors of the rainbow. 


All these years later and although he’d grown used to the glitter and opulence of it all, he still 
couldn’t shake the feeling that a monster's teeth were going to bite down on him at any 
second. 


They turned another corner, and the Pythia’s breathing hitched when he found himself face to 
face with a figure in silver robes. The priests of Clara, who watched over the Pythia and took 
care to ensure the tenets were being honored. 


“Pythia,” the priest greeted, the guards parting like a sea so she could approach him. “We 
have been praying for Clara to light a path so you could find your way home, and it seems as 
though our prayers were answered.” 


It took all of his willpower not to scowl at the priest, and instead forced himself to nod. 


“I’m certain I would not have made it back without Her guidance and protection,” he lied 
through his teeth. 


The priest lifted her head from its bow, her eyes meeting his blindfold for the first time. For a 
moment, she smiled with the awe of someone who had just witnessed a miracle being 
performed in front of them. But then her smile faltered. 


“Oh... Your Grace,” she murmured, horror washing over her expression. “You’ve been hurt. 
We need to get you to an infirmary as soon as possible.” 


His wrist felt like it was burning under his sleeve cuff, and he wrapped his left hand around it 
before shaking his head. 


“T’d rather go rest in my room for now, and I can go to the infirmary tomorrow.” 


The priest furrowed her brows, clearly not satisfied with this. “But there’s damage, Your 
Grace,” she said, gesturing to the scar running through his eyebrow. “If we don’t act quickly, 
it could become permanent.” 


The eyebrow scar was the least of his worries. He adjusted the hold he had on his wrist. 


“It’s over a month old already. One more night isn’t going to make a difference,” he insisted, 
putting a little more force into his voice this time. “I’m going to rest. I’ve been through a lot, 
and I want the chance to convene with Clara in the privacy of my own room.” 


At this, the priest’s eyes widened. “Oh, of course. My apologies.” 


She took a step back, clearing the way for him and the guards to continue towards his room. 
But before he could even lift his foot- 


“TIl be praying for the vessel,” she said, folding her hands in front of her. 


A jolt ran through his body. “What?” 


“The vessel,” she pushed, giving him a worried look. “I'll be praying that Clara’s visage isn’t 
permanently disfigured.” 


Despite how his head had been spinning with an overwhelming mix of fear and anger ever 
since he set foot back into the palace, up until now, he’d been able to hold himself together. 
Keep his voice even. Hide the tremors in his hands. Bide his time. 


But for some reason, hearing the priest describe his scar as damage to the vessel made him 
feel as though he’d been slapped in the face. 


He dropped the hand holding his opposite wrist, and knew he had to get somewhere alone 
before the threads keeping his mask on snapped completely. 


“May Clara bless you,” he muttered to the priest, before turning on his heel to leave her 
behind. 


“And may She guide your path!” The priest called back. 


Wilbur was grateful Tommy had a hand made of metal, because he was holding it in a death 
grip through the entire tattoo. 


It wasn t that it hurt—although it definitely wasn t comfortable—but it was that he needed 
something to keep himself tethered to his body. From the second the tattoo gun began to buzz, 
his anxiety spiked, and he felt his mind trying to drift out of the current moment. 


Each line of ink was another tie to Clara severed. A constant snip snip snip that kept the 
nausea at the back of his throat as he tried to both accept the reality of what was happening, 
while ignoring the life-altering implications at the same time. 


It was exciting. It was terrifying. 


At a certain point, even with cool metal digging into his palm, the buzzing under Wilbur's 
skin became too much. He closed his eyes as the tattoo needle dragging against his wrist 
became a distant feeling, and watched himself from above as Niki drew the sweeping lines of 
the shrikes' wings. 


A part of him wondered what Clara was thinking as She watched him desecrate Her vessel. 
The other part of him didn t really give a shit. 


After what felt like eons of walking, they finally reached his room. The guards bowed their 
heads at him, a few murmuring about what an honor it was to escort the Pythia back to the 
palace before turning to debate amongst themselves which one was going to stay outside his 
door. Deciding to leave them to it, he let the door shut behind him, and let out a breath he 
didn’t even realize he was holding as soon as he was alone. 


His room looked exactly the same as it did the day he was kidnapped. Table and chairs, a few 
bookshelves heavy with both religious texts and not, a four poster bed set in front of the floor 
to ceiling window that looked out over the entire city—this was the room that had been his 


home for the past decade. Yet it was as if he’d stepped into a stranger’s home, unsure of 
where to step or how to move through the space that had once been so familiar to him. 


He tilted his head back to look at the vaulted ceilings, white marble glimmering in the 
afternoon sunlight that poured through the windows. Every facet of this room was designed 
to represent the full wealth and power of Clara’s favored nation. In a way, it was the holiest 
of spaces since it was meant to house the living embodiment of Clara Herself, which was 
represented by the tapestry that took up nearly the entire left wall. 


The visage of Clara was sewn into thick, teal velvet. Her hair was embroidered with gold 
thread, Her pure white clothes decorated with precious gems. As always, Her head was tilted 
up, eyes never meeting that of the viewer. And at Her feet, a smaller version of Clara stood 
with their head bowed in prayer. A silver thread veil covered their hair, with white thread 
used to create the blindfold that hid their eyes. 


The Pythia had the sudden urge to tear the tapestry down with his own two hands. 


Instead of doing that, he moved to the other end of the room where his dresser was. His 
clothes had been kept freshly-washed, and he sifted through the silks and cashmeres like he’d 
never seen them before in his life. He fiddled with the sleeve of his blouse again, and ached 
for the familiarity of the colorful sweaters he’d worn back in the temple. 


Stepping away from the dresser, he made his way to the window that overlooked the city. The 
last time he stood at that window, it had been right after he woke up from the vision of the 
ball. 


Again, nothing had changed. The towering skyscrapers glittered in the late afternoon 
sunlight. Maglev trains raced between the buildings. The swelling crowds of people on the 
streets below were nothing more than a sea of color to him. 


He wondered if this was how Clara saw the world. The lives of mortals as nothing more than 
a sea of moving color, constantly shifting and growing as years disappeared in the blink of an 
eye. 


After a minute, the Pythia walked into the bathroom. An unfamiliar figure moved in the 
mirror’s reflection, and he settled himself in front of it to take full stock of how he’d changed 
since he was last here. 


The reflection in the mirror could’ve been the Pythia, with his thinning blindfold and clothes 
that still glittered despite how wrinkled they were. But it wasn’t quite right. Too many little 
pieces were out of place. The puzzle pieces that made up Clara’s vessel didn’t form a whole 
image anymore. 


The Pythia didn’t recognize himself. He wasn’t sure if that was a good or a bad thing. 
The tattoo was finished. 


Wilbur stared at the sweeping lines of ink painted across his skin, eyes trailing along the 
wings of the two shrikes and the jagged bone between them. The dying shrike looked more 


resigned to its fate than ever before, while the shrike that was still breathing almost had a fire 
burning in the outlines of its eyes. 


Warmth bloomed in his chest as his shrike crooned a happy melody only he could hear. The 
tattoo was macabre and haunting, but it was his. Not Clara 5. Not the vessel s. His. 


“Do you like it?” Niki asked, her words tinged with nervousness. 


Looking up from his wrist, Wilbur tried to find the words to thank Niki for what she’d given 
him, but shut his mouth again when he realized nothing he said would let her understand 
what exactly she’d done. 


So instead, he pulled her into a hug. 


Niki tensed up in surprise for a moment, before metal arms wrapped around his back and 
pulled him close. Despite the fact that she was so much shorter than him, he bent down to 
bury his face in her shoulder, and she let out a soft breath of laughter. 


“PTI take that as a yes,” she murmured. 


A minute passed. Wilbur pulled back, taking a breath to gather his thoughts as he held out his 
tattooed wrist between them. 


“So, uh, what do I have to do to take care of this? ” He asked, barely resisting the urge to run 
his fingers over the red, inflamed skin 


“Well, usually I'd have to give you the whole aftercare guide and help you wrap it, ” Niki 
said, walking to her desk to dig around in her drawers. “But given the circumstances, I think 
we re going to do something else.” 


Glancing at Tommy, Wilbur raised an eyebrow in silent question. But Tommy only shrugged, 
clueless as to what Niki was talking about. 


After another moment, Niki muttered something under her breath, before pulling out a small 
white tube. She made her way back over to Wilbur and gestured for him to hold out his wrist. 
When he did, she unscrewed the lid to the tube, and squeezed a small amount of shimmering 
gel onto her fingers. 


“We don t have a lot of this stuff so I try not to use it unless someone gets an infection, ” Niki 
explained as she used her fingers to spread the gel over the tattoo. “But I dont think you'll 
be able to do the typical aftercare routine in the palace tomorrow, so I want to heal this up as 
quickly as possible.” 


As soon as the gel touched his skin, the red began to fade away. It was blessedly cool 
compared to the skin of his wrist, and Wilbur breathed a sigh of relief as the little discomfort 
he’d still felt from the tattoo faded away. 


“Healing salve,” he realized, holding his wrist up to one of the lights in the room so he could 
see it better. 


“Yup. It’s one designed for tattoos, so that should be completely healed by morning,” Niki 
explained. 


Thank fuck. At the very least, he had one less thing to worry about now. 


“Thank you,” Wilbur said, watching Niki put the tube back in her desk drawer. “I guess I'll, 
uh-” 


“TIl see you at breakfast tomorrow,” Niki told him before he could even try to stammer out a 
goodbye. 


Wilbur nodded. “Okay. I'll see you then. ” 


With that, he made his way to the door, expecting Tommy to be right at his heels. But when he 
opened the door and glanced over his shoulder, he noticed Tommy was still standing by Niki. 


“Uh, I just-” Tommy hesitated, wrapping his arms around himself. “I wanted to say thanks 
for, like, not kicking me out.” 


Niki paused what she was doing, but didn t look up at him. 
“I did it for Wilbur, not you.” 


Hurt flashed through Tommy 5 eyes, but he nodded anyway. “I figured. Just- like, I know 
shits not great with us right now because of... yeah, but-” 


“Tommy, ” Niki cut him off, turning to meet his eyes for the first time all day. “Get out.” 


It wasnt a shout. It wasn t said with anger. Instead, Nikis voice had gone quiet. Tired, 
almost. 


Although Tommy tried to hide it, Wilbur saw the way his face crumpled. After another 
moment, he stepped back, and made his way to join Wilbur in the doorway. 


The two shared a look. Wilbur draped his arm over Tommy s shoulder, and muttered a 
goodbye to Niki before they left the tattoo parlor. 


Seconds ticked by. Then, minutes. Finally, he broke himself out of his trance and looked 
away from the unfamiliar reflection. 


Unbuttoning the cuff of his sleeve, his heart pounded as he pulled back the gauzy fabric. 
Anxiety twisted in his gut again, whispering to him that it wasn’t going to be there. That his 
time with the Deathlings had only been a dream. 


But then he caught a glimpse of dark ink against pale skin. He pulled the cuff back all the 
way, revealing the shrikes painted over his pulse. Just like Niki promised, the tattoo was fully 
healed, and he ran his fingers over the ink as relief washed over him. 


It was real. 


He left the bathroom to grab a change of clothes from the dresser, desperate to get rid of the 
glittery fabric clinging to his skin. He avoided looking at his reflection as he untied the 
blindfold, letting it flutter to the floor with the rest of the traditional Pythian garb as the sound 
of running water filled the room. 


Hot water ran over his head, and he squeezed his eyes shut, trying to imagine he was back in 
the bathhouse plunging his head under the steaming water. But the light pouring through the 
windows made it far too bright for him to even pretend he was back in that blessed darkness, 
with Clara’s gaze sitting heavily as ever on his shoulders. 


Opening his eyes again, he watched water droplets run across his wrist. He waited for the 
tattoo to smear. For the shrikes to blur together and turn into nothing more than a blob of ink. 


But it didn’t. The shrikes stayed as they were. 


It was still his, even back in this place. If there was one thing they couldn’t take away from 
him, it was this. 


A few minutes later, he stepped out of the shower and continued to avoid looking at his 
reflection. He dressed in the clothes he’d grabbed from the dresser—a drapey tunic and grey 
pants, which were the simplest things he could find despite the gold embroidery decorating 
both of them—and attempted to comb through his hair as best he could before deciding it was 
time to stop putting it off. 


Taking a breath, he glanced at his wrist again. Without the blur of magic from his blindfold, 
the shrikes looked even more startling against his skin than before. 


Then, he looked up. 


It was surprising how much of a difference the blindfold made. Now, he felt like he was fully 
able to take stock of all the ways he’d changed since he’d last stood in this bathroom. 


His hair was longer. Although it was still wet, he could tell that the curls would be loose and 
almost fluffy by the time it dried. The scar through his eyebrow was pink and puckered, 
slashing a line straight through the dark hairs, although it was smaller than he expected it to 
be. He wasn’t sure if it was because he’d gotten paler from spending so much time 
underground, but the faint freckles sprinkled across his cheeks seemed darker than before. 


When he held his wrist up to the reflection, he saw how the lines of the tattoo danced in time 
with the muscles twitching under his skin. How it was as much of a part of this body now as 
the steady thumping of his pulse. 


The most noticeable difference though was his eyes. 


The morning he stumbled into this bathroom, his vision of the ball flashing through his mind, 
he’d wondered why the dark circles underneath his eyes were so prominent. But he hadn’t 
thought about it for too long, because he never liked looking into his eyes if he could avoid it. 


It was still there when he saw his reflection again after Phil gave him that mirror. Dark half- 
circles hanging under bloodshot eyes—his exhaustion laid bare for all to see. And it was then 
he had come to the realization that the Pythia’s eyes were empty. Just like they were supposed 
to be. 


But now... something changed. 


Maybe it was the fact that his undereye bags were less prominent than before. Maybe it was 
that his fringe fell well over his eyes now, so it obscured the hollowness he knew should’ ve 
been there. Maybe it was wishful thinking. 


Or maybe it wasn’t any of those things. Maybe he just changed. 
Either way, his eyes didn’t look empty anymore. 


He couldn’t explain it, but when he’d looked into his eyes before, they’d belonged to the 
Pythia. Now though, while he didn’t know if they were his, they weren’t Hers, and that alone 
was enough to tell him something was different. 


The reflection still wasn’t quite right. But it was closer to being him than it’d been in years. 
Meeting his own eyes again, Wilbur smiled. 
Neither he or Tommy could sleep. 


It wasn t surprising. In less than twelve hours, he’d be on his way back to the palace. The 
closest thing he’d had to a home for most of his childhood. The place he realized wasn t a 
home at all after only a few months with the Deathlings. 


Although the wild rollercoaster of emotions he went through getting the tattoo had worn him 
out, he somehow had enough nervous energy to keep his heart pounding just a bit too loudly 
to let him sleep. Every time he pictured walking through those golden doors, a rock would 
drop into his gut, his shrike would shriek, and his eyes would snap open. 


And it kept happening. Every time he got close to the edge of sleep, those golden doors would 
flash in his mind, and he’d be wide awake once again. 


Biting back a sigh, he rolled onto his back and let his gaze roam over the paint streaked 
across the ceiling. It was almost comforting to trace the colors with his eyes, pinpointing the 
spots where yellow shifted into pink, and pink shifted to orange. 


Spinning spinning spinning. The colors kept spinning and swirling and shifting like an 
endless dance. Maybe if he followed the colors for long enough, his eyes wouldn t be able to 
stay open anymore. He just had to watch their dance for as long as possible- 

On his left, Tommy groaned and sat up. 

“Can t sleep either?” Wilbur asked, rolling over to face him. 
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Huffing, Tommy shook his head. “No. Keep fucking thinking about tomorrow.’ 


“Yeah,” Wilbur sighed. “Me too.” 


For a moment, they were both silent. Then, Tommy let out another breath, and reached up to 
pull his hoodie over his head. 


“Too fuckin’ hot to wear this,” Tommy muttered, and yeah, it was rather warm in the room at 
the moment. 


But as Tommy tugged the hoodie off, his t-shirt underneath was pulled up along with it for a 
brief moment, revealing the vines inked between his ribs Wilbur had noticed both when 
treating Tommy 8 injuries after the supply run, and later when he went with Tommy to his 
check-up with Sam. 


Although he wanted to ask about it before, there’d always been something bigger going on to 
pull his focus away. Now though, they were both in desperate need of a distraction from the 
‘bigger thing’. 


“Whats that tattoo from?” Wilbur asked, sitting up against his pillows. 
Tommy paused, arms still above his head and head halfway through his hood. “Huh?” 


“The one on your ribs,” Wilbur clarified. “You didn t mention it when you first told me about 
your tattoos, so I was wondering what it was. ” 


A beat passed. Tommy grunted as he pulled the hoodie the rest of the way off, and tossed it to 
the side of the room. His shirt fell down again, hiding the vines once more, but the question 
was out there now. 


Tommy 5 face had twisted into a frown. He wrapped his arms around his chest, glancing 
between the hem of his shirt and Wilbur s face with something conflicted flashing through his 
eyes. 


Shit. 


“You, uh, don t have to tell me if you don t want to,” Wilbur added after a minute, something 
lodging itself in his throat at the idea that there were still things Tommy didn t trust him with. 


Another beat. Tommy sighed and shook his head. 
“Its not like that, Wil,” he said, dropping his arms from his chest. 
Wilbur furrowed his brows. “What do you mean? ” 


Clenching his jaw, Tommy glanced away from Wilbur s eyes to look at the wall behind his 
head. After another pause, Tommy lifted part of his shirt again to show the vines. 


“Its for the time you tried to kill me,” Tommy said, his voice flat. 


Oh. 


.. fuck. 


A heavy silence hung between the two for a minute. Wilbur stared at the inked vines threading 
between Tommy 5 ribs, the memory of his choked gasps for air echoing in his ears. 


He didnt like thinking back to that night. He didn t like seeing the terror that flashed through 
Tommy 5 eyes when he put his hand over his mouth in his memory. He didn t like 
remembering what he’d been like when he first arrived at the temple. 


But hiding from that shame was selfish of Wilbur, and he knew that. Because he was the one 
who did that, and Tommy was the one who had to live with the consequences. The least 
Wilbur could do was own up to what he’d done. 


“I still fucking hate myself for doing that to you,” Wilbur said, bringing his knees up to his 
chest. 


Tommy let out a soft huff as his shirt fell back down. “Its fine. You know I forgave you for 
that a long time ago.” 


He knew. Just because they’d never said the words out loud didn t make them any less true. 
Wilbur had apologized in a hundred silent ways, and Tommy had forgiven him each and every 
time. They both knew this. 


But in moments like these, the guilt would still eat away at his insides. Guilt, but also fear. 
Because he never thought of himself as being capable of killing someone, but when he 
thought Clara was telling him to do it, he didn t hesitate to suffocate Tommy. 


All because he was so desperate to prove himself to Her. 
“I’m scared to go back, Tommy,” he confessed after a minute of silence. 


Glancing up from where he’d been picking at loose threads on the blanket, Tommy 5 brows 
slowly scrunched together. “Its gonna be fine, Wil. We have the plan, and even if the plan 
goes to shit, we have our backups.” 


“No, I know that,” Wilbur said, shaking his head. “I’m not- I mean, I am worried about all 
that. But that’s not whats scaring me right now.” 


Tommy paused, his frown smoothing out. “What is it then?” 
Sighing, Wilbur fixed his gaze on the wall. 


“I’m scared of turning back into the person I used to be,” he murmured, fighting to keep his 
voice level. “That being there, surrounded by all that Clara shit and the priests- that it’s 
going to fuck with my head again. ” He paused, eyes flickering to the ink wrapping around his 
wrist. “I don t want to be empty again.” 


The words hung in the air between them. Wilbur waited for Tommy to say something, chin 
resting on his knees and eyes fixed firmly on the wall. He wasn t sure what he wanted Tommy 
to say—maybe he was looking for reassurance, or maybe a part of him wanted to think that if 


he said he didn t want that to happen, it would make it less likely even though he knew that 
wasn t true. But either way, he waited. 


After another minute- 


“Wil, I’ve said this before and I'll say it again,” Tommy said, having finally stopped picking 
at the loose blanket threads, “you weren t fucking empty. Ever. And if you start thinking you 
are again, I’m not gonna stop annoying the shit out of you until you remember you aren t.” 


Walking out of the bathroom, Wilbur looked out the window to the city again, the dying sun 
streaking orange across the sky. The bedroom was bathed with golden light, and he took a 
deep breath, letting it wash over him for a moment. It wasn’t often that the clouds that always 
blanketed the city broke apart to let the sunlight through. 


Still, it wasn’t the same as actually feeling the sun on his skin. Not when he was stuck in this 
gilded cage, watching the city from above while never being allowed to live in it. To walk 
through the swelling crowds of the night market and ride through the busy streets on the back 
of Tommy’s hoverbike. Everything was so distant up here. Isolated, almost. 


The sun continued to set. It was almost time. 


Wilbur stepped away from the window, and found his shoes sitting at the end of the bed, right 
where he’d left them. He bent down and reached inside the right shoe, pulling up the insole 
and feeling around until his fingers wrapped around metal. 


That morning, he’d watched Tubbo shove the metal device inside his shoe as he asked if he 
was sure they weren’t going to search him when he went back there. Although he wasn’t sure 
of it at all, he told Tubbo with all the confidence he could muster that they wouldn’t. Sure, 
they might search his clothes later after he changed out of them, but they would never do 
something like that to the Pythia’s face. 


And his gamble had paid off. Because the small metal disk now sitting in the palm of his 
hand was the key to his freedom. 


From the other shoe, he grabbed a more angular metal square and shoved it in his pocket. 
Then, still holding the metal disk, he got to his feet and looked around the room he’d spent 
the last decade of his life in. 


While a part of him wanted to say that the person who lived here hadn’t truly been him, when 
he thought back to the last time he’d woken up in that bed with a pounding heart and a vision 
flashing behind his eyes, he still recognized that fear. The fear that settled deep in his bones 
like oil. 


Back then, he’d thought it was just his fear of the Deathlings. Looking back though, it was 
obvious his fear was greater than that. It was the fear of failure. His fear of disappointing Her. 
Of becoming his own self-fulfilling prophecy and never being the Pythia She needed. 


Even though the oil-like fear was still there, it had changed forms. Now, his fear was the 
exact opposite. He was afraid of going back to singing prophecies in a gilded cage to people 


who wouldn’t listen. Of tying the Pythia mask on so tightly, he couldn’t remember how to 
take it off. Like he’d told Tommy, he was afraid of being empty again. 


Except, 
You weren t fucking empty. Ever. 


The morning of the ball, the Pythia flinched when he saw his reflection. It was because it was 
unsettling to stare into his own empty eyes, but had they ever really been empty? Or did he 
only see them that way because that’s what he’d been told to see? 


If he’d never been empty in the first place, then maybe Wilbur had always been there. 
Underneath the pearl veils and glittering blindfolds. Maybe it just took ripping all the 
opulence and divine responsibility off his shoulders for him to see himself properly again. 


“Why would you do that for me?” Wilbur asked, pulling his knees closer to his chest. “No 
matter what you just- you keep saying you'll be there to pull me back. You’ll get me out. 
You'll drag me back kicking and screaming and all that shit. But why? Why would you risk 
your life over and over again for me? ” 


Tommy looked up from the blanket, and blue eyes locked with brown. 
“Do you even need to ask that?” 


A beat. Wilbur considered everything he and Tommy had been through. Everything that was 
still to come. Tommy was right. There was no need to ask something like that, because Wilbur 
already knew the answer. 


“I think youre the closest thing to family I’ve ever had,” Wilbur admitted, his voice small. 
“Don t be stupid,” Tommy scoffed, already scooting closer to him. “We are family. ” 


Wilbur couldn t help but laugh as Tommy shoved into his side like a needy cat. The shrike 
sang in his ears as warmth spread through his chest, and he draped an arm over Tommy 5 
shoulder to pull him close. 


“Brothers, then?” Wilbur asked, trying to sound like he was joking but speaking a bit too 
softly to make it believable. 


Tommy snorted, burying his face in Wilbur s shoulder. “I mean, that officer believed us when 
I told him we were brothers, didnt he?” 


Wilbur smiled. “Yeah, I guess he did.” 


The metal disk attached itself to the intercom with a soft clicking sound. Immediately, it 
began to glow a faint green color, and he took a step back to look it over. 


After figuring that it was working like it should, he glanced back over his shoulder at the 
windows, and saw the sun had almost completely set. The last rays of sunlight were 
swallowed by clouds again, and darkness began to creep over the horizon. 


Going back to the bathroom, he grabbed a few spare blindfolds from his drawer, leaving the 
one he’d been wearing for the past several months on the ground. He tied a simple white one 
around his eyes once more, tightening it at the back of his head before making his way back 
into the main room. 


The disk on the intercom had started to buzz, and he figured that was as good a time as any. 


Taking the metal square out of his pocket, he made his way to the air vent attached to the wall 
by his bed. With a grunt he pried it open, and took a deep breath to calm his racing heart 
before he threw the metal square as hard as he could inside. Then, he jumped back and 
covered his ears. 


One second. 
Two- 
BOOM! 


The walls shook with the force of the explosion. Orange light reflected off the inside of the 
air vent as the fire began, and after a few seconds, the smell of distant smoke became 
noticeable. 


He flashed back to the vision, but shook his head, not wanting to think about that right now. It 
was too late to go back. He was tired of being tormented by a goddess he wanted nothing to 
do with. Whatever happened, happened. There was no use in panicking about it now. 


The door to his room was locked when he tried it, but that was fine. He knew it wouldn’t be 
for long. 


So he waited. 
And waited. 
And waited. 


The smell of smoke got stronger, although none of it had reached his room yet. The fact that 
no fire alarms had gone off meant that Tubbo’s device he attached to the intercom must’ve 
worked- 


Suddenly, gunshots cut off his train of thought. 


They were right outside his door. Shouting and gunshots and a few curses thrown in between. 
He tried to recognize voices, but it was too loud for him to be able to tell. He stumbled back 
whenever a gunshot sounded, and shoved down the fear as he reminded himself that the 
Deathlings knew what they were doing. They’d broken into the palace before, they could do 
it again. 


After about a minute of fighting, the gunshots cut off. There was a bit more shouting, only for 
it to go silent all at once. 


His heart pounded in his ears as he waited. 

Then, someone knocked on the door. 

“Helloooo!” A familiar voice called out. “It’s me, your Uber driver!” 
Wilbur laughed. “Fucking took you long enough! I ordered it ages ago!” 


The voice scoffed. “Then give me two fucking stars and Pl leave your ass here,” he said, 
although Wilbur could hear him trying to pry open the door. “Or maybe I’m at the wrong 
place entirely. Those guards outside kept telling me this was where some important 
douchebag lives, but-” 


The door hissed as it slid open, revealing Tommy on the other side. He beamed when he saw 
Wilbur. 


“Do I not look like an important douchebag?” Wilbur asked, matching his smile. 


Tommy considered him for a moment, before shaking his head. “Nah. You just look like my 
dumbass brother wearing stupid clothes.” Then, he held out his hand for Wilbur to take. “You 
ready to go?” 


Wilbur looked down at the prosthetic hand stretched out between them. With its intricately 
carved metal, covered in vines and flowers twisting together with the shimmer of 
enchantments reflecting in the purple glow. Then, sitting above his wrist at the place where 
metal met flesh, the dark wings of Tommy’s Deathling Mark were visible. 


When Wilbur placed his hand in Tommy’s, his own sleeve pulled up as well, revealing the 
shrikes twisted over his pulse point. 


“Yeah, I’m ready,” Wilbur said. 
Tommy squeezed his fingers, and Wilbur squeezed back. 


“Let’s get the fuck out of here then.” 
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The smell of smoke burnt Wilbur’s nostrils as they ran. 


He and Tommy left the Pythia’s room behind, squeezing each other’s hands in a near death 
grip as they sprinted down the hall. Emergency light strips along the walls flickered in time 
with their footsteps. The vaulted ceiling above their heads was shrouded in shadow as smoke 
curled between the rafters. With its glimmering white stone and gold filigree, the palace was 
usually a beacon of brightness on even the darkest nights. Now, the stone had been turned a 
dark grey by the lights, and the gold was already beginning to dull. It made a chill run down 
Wilbur’s spine. 


Still, he kept running. One foot in front of the other. Keep running. Keep moving. 


“Where are we going?” Wilbur asked at one point, his lungs burning as they turned down 
another hall. 


“There should be a servant staircase somewhere around here that we can get back to street 
level through,” Tommy explained, steps slowing as he looked around. 


Wilbur frowned. “What about the others? Where are they?” 


“They’re pretty much all downstairs. Eret gave us a shit ton of soldiers to help us out, so 
they’re all working together to take the guards out and secure everything,” Tommy told him, 
leading him down another turn. 


“Shouldn’t we help them?” 


Tommy shook his head. “Phil told me that once I had you, we had to get the fuck out of the 
palace as fast as possible. Besides Schlatt, everyone in this palace is gonna be trying to find 
you, so we just gotta get somewhere safe.” 


As much as Wilbur hated to admit it, he couldn’t deny the relief that washed over him at that. 
He wasn’t a fighter. The only ‘fights’ he’d ever been in was the time Tommy kidnapped him, 
the time he tried to kill Tommy, and when the police had chased him and Tommy. None of 
those were experiences he was eager to repeat. Maybe it made him a coward, but both his and 
Tommy’s lives were at risk the longer they stayed in here. And with the vision still flashing 
behind his eyes, he wanted nothing more than to get Tommy as far away from here as he 
could. 


Of course his relief couldn’t last long though. 


Turning the next corner, he and Tommy froze when they found themselves face to face with 
two palace guards. 


“The Pythia!” One of the guards cried out. “He’s being taken again!” 


Stumbling back, he and Tommy both turned to try and make a run for it. But the two barely 
made it a few feet before a hand was grabbing Wilbur’s arm, and wrenching him away from 
Tommy. 


“Tommy!” 


p? 


“Fuck- get off of me!” Tommy shouted, elbowing the guard trying to grab him in the gut. 


The guard who had grabbed Wilbur tried to pin his arms to his back, but Wilbur thrashed 
against their hold. 


“Pythia! It’s okay, we’re rescuing you-” The guard’s voice was cut off when Wilbur slammed 
the back of his head against theirs. Immediately their grip on his hands loosened, and he tore 
himself away from them, stumbling as he tried to catch his footing. 


From the corner of his eye, he saw that Tommy had pulled out a gun (when the fuck did he 
get that?) but before he could shoot it, another guard knocked it out of his hands. The gun 
went sliding across the tile floor, and Tommy grimaced before reaching into his pocket, and 
pulling out a collapsible baton. 


Suddenly, another guard grabbed Wilbur. This time, her grip was too tight for him to thrash 
against, and he cried out when the armored gauntlets holding his hands began to dig into his 
skin. 


“Stop fighting!” The guard barked, and red hot pain flashed through his scalp when her other 
hand yanked his head back by his hair. 


Tommy whirled around the second he heard Wilbur cry out in pain, his eyes going wide when 
he saw the guard dragging him away from the fight. 


“No! Let go of him you fucking-” 


The distraction was all the other guard needed. With a bright red mark across their cheek 
from where Tommy had hit them with the baton, they grabbed his arms, forcing him to drop 
the baton before slamming him into a wall. Tommy yelped, and Wilbur’s heart slammed 
against his ribs as panic began to override his adrenaline. 


“Stop! Don’t hurt him!” Wilbur shouted, more pain flashing through his head the more he 
tried to pull away from the guard. 


The other guard pushed Tommy’s face further into the wall. He groaned in pain, struggling 
against the guard’s grip but not being able to do anything about it. 


Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. He had to do something. Anything. They were hurting Tommy. 


“T’m the Pythia, dammit!” Wilbur shouted, certain that his wrists were going to be bruised 
tomorrow from how tightly the guard was holding them. “Under Clara’s Will I command you 
to let go of me and the Deathling!” 


That seemed to strike a chord in the guards. 


The grip on his hair loosened. The guard holding Tommy let up some of his weight so he 
wasn’t being shoved into the wall, but didn’t let go of him completely. 


“But- But Your Grace, the Deathling was trying to kidnap you,” the guard holding onto 
Wilbur argued. 


“T said to let go of him!” The Pythia repeated, his voice echoing off the walls. “Either let go 
of both of us right now, or I will personally ensure you never see the light of Clara’s 
Guidance again!” 


As the struggling fell silent, the guards shared uncertain looks. The Pythia’s chest heaved, his 
throat raw from how loudly he’d shouted the order. 


It could’ve worked. If they’d had just a few more seconds, the guards would’ve let go of 
them both, and they could’ve gone back to running. But right as the guard’s grip around 
Wilbur’s wrists began to loosen- 


“Don’t listen to him. A corrupted Pythia holds no power with Clara,” another voice 
exclaimed. Wilbur twisted his head to look over his shoulder, a rock dropping into his 


stomach when he noticed one of the senior priests making his way towards them. 


The guard holding onto Wilbur tensed. “Are you sure, Your Eminence?” She asked, her 
words wavering. “Because if it’s Clara’s Will-” 


“This Pythia does not speak for Clara at the moment,” the priest said, walking up to Wilbur 
so they stood face to face. “He’s been corrupted by Lady Death and her followers.” 


“Who are you to say if I’ve been corrupted or not?” Wilbur snapped, glaring at the priest 
through his blindfold. “I’m her Vessel. I commune with her directly. Can you say the same?” 


The words rang hollow in his chest. That wasn’t true. Not anymore. But the priest didn’t need 
to know that, and neither did the guards. 


The priest dipped his head. “No, I cannot. But it seems you as the Vessel severed your ties to 
Her, and cannot serve Her properly again until you repair the damage you’ve done.” 


It was then Wilbur realized the priest’s gaze had slid from his face, down to his arm where his 
sleeve had been pushed up while fighting with the guard. Only a sliver of his wrist was 
visible from where the guard was holding him, but it was enough to show the lines of ink 
twisting over his pulse. 


Fuck. 
“T- No, I’m still the Pythia-“‘ he stammered, his voice breaking on the last part. 


“You're trying to stray from the path Clara has set out for you,” the priest argued. “It’s 
alright. This has happened before. But you do not speak for Clara if you don’t adhere to Her 
tenets.” 


Opening his mouth to protest, the other part of what the priest said hit him, and he paused. 
“What do you mean, ‘this has happened before?’” He asked, furrowing his brows. 


Sighing, the priest rested a hand on his own chest, and it was then Wilbur noticed a syringe 
filled with bright yellow liquid hooked to the outside of his robes. 


“You are not the first Pythia to scorn your duties,” the priest explained, his face solemn. 
“Many generations ago, the Pythia Clara had chosen declared she didn’t want to be the 
Pythia. She resisted the priest's attempts to help her back onto Clara’s path, even when she 
received an extremely important vision regarding the Emperor’s safety. She chose not to warn 
the Emperor about an impending attempt on his life. Instead, when the assassination attempt 
was made, the Pythia left the palace amidst the chaos.” 


.. -holy shit. 
“What happened to her?” He asked. 


The priest pressed his lips into a thin line. “She went home to her parents. They welcomed 
her with open arms, promising to keep her hidden from the palace guards when they would 


inevitably come looking for her. That night, the Pythia dreamt of death. Death coming for 
anyone whose eyes met her own.” 


Nausea crawled up the back of his throat as he realized where this story was going. 


“The next morning the Pythia woke up and went to greet her parents. As the texts recall, she 
locked eyes with her mother, and seconds later a crossbow bolt lodged itself between her 
mother’s eyes.” Even the priest winced at the gruesome imagery. “Palace guards raided the 
home, believing that the Pythia had been forcibly brought back by her parents. Her father was 
killed in the chaos as well. Then, the Pythia was brought back to the palace, and she was 
taken to see the Emperor who had miraculously survived his assassination attempt.” 


His jaw clenched. “But then she met the Emperor’s eyes?” 


The priest nodded. “She met the Emperor’s eyes, and he died only moments later. It was then 
the young Pythia realized Clara had cursed her for her insolence, and begged the priests to 
cover her eyes so she would not be responsible for anyone else’s deaths.” Then, the priest 
took a step closer, tilting his head up so he and the Pythia were face to face. “From that point 
on, the Pythia dedicated her life to serving Clara as piously as she could to make up for what 
she had done. But consequences live on past our days. The Pythia knew this, and warned that 
every Pythia following her would bear the same curse she did.” 


The Pythia glanced to his right, and locked eyes with Tommy through his blindfold. Tommy 
had stopped struggling against the guard’s hold, and looked like he was going to be sick. 


“You were created for the sole purpose of delivering Clara’s Will,” the priest told him, his 
voice low. “You exist for her. And when you try to resist that, there are consequences.” 


In the past, something like this would’ve knocked the wind out of his chest. It would’ ve 
squeezed his lungs with panic, his gut twisting into knots as he tried to figure out how to right 
his wrongs. How to beg for Clara’s forgiveness. 


But this time there was no panic. There was only frustration. Before he could voice this 
though- 


“How do you guys even know the curse actually killed her parents and the Emperor?” 
Tommy cut in, frowning at the priest. “Because, like, the palace guards were already on their 
way before she woke up and looked her parents in the eyes. And then the Emperor was still 
injured from nearly getting fuckin’ assassinated. Who’s to say they wouldn’t have died 


anyway?” 


The priest scowled. “You have no right to question the tenets of Clara, Deathling,” he 
snapped, disdain dripping from his voice when he called Tommy a Deathling. 


“If you won’t answer him, then answer me. I have the same question,” Wilbur cut in, glaring 
at the priest through his blindfold. 


“Pythia, your mind has been corrupted-” 


“Have you lost all respect for your Pythia that you won’t answer a simple question?” 


The priest fell silent for a moment, and for the first time, Wilbur saw something besides the 
usual reverence the priests of Clara looked at him with. No, there was no reverence in his 
eyes right now. The priest was angry with him. 


“Fine,” the priest bit out. “You should be able to figure out the answer yourself, Pythia. She 
knew it was the result of the curse because of her connection to Clara telling her so.” 


Her connection to Clara. That nebulous connection to his goddess that always seemed to 
evade him, no matter how much he prayed, or how devoted he was to her. 


Seeming to realize he struck a nerve, the priest’s face softened. 


“You cannot undo the damage you’ve done to Her vessel, but you can ask Her forgiveness, 
Pythia. You are Her chosen one for a reason. This is the path you are meant to walk down.” 


No. No no no- he didn’t want to hear that. He didn’t want to go back there. It had taken so 
long for him to wrench himself off the path, the idea of willingly stepping back on it was akin 
to willingly walking into a noose. 


Squeezing his eyes shut, he instead focused on his bird’s shrieks echoing in his ears. Not even 
bird shrieks, no. It was his own panic. His fear of being turned back into that. Of losing 
himself under the silk blindfold and pearl veil once more. 


He took a breath. Opened his eyes. Tommy was still pinned by the guard. The grip around his 
wrists was still as strong as iron. 


Fuck. Wilbur couldn’t let them separate him and Tommy. If that happened, he had no idea 
how he’d find him again. And that was if he could even get himself free. 


That meant he had to buy time. For what, he wasn’t sure. Maybe for Tommy to try and make 
a grab for the gun that had slid against the wall. Maybe for his own guard to loosen her grip 
enough for him to get away from her. 


Something had to give. But until then, he needed to keep the conversation going. 


“Do you really think so?” He asked softly, hoping his desperation sounded like desperation to 
go back to Clara. 


From the corner of his eye, he saw Tommy stiffen. 


“Yes, Pythia,” the priest said, dipping his head at him. “It will take time, and you will have to 
reaffirm your loyalties to Clara, but She will forgive you eventually. After all, you were 
created from Her. How could She not forgive you?” 


Fighting back the urge to wince, instead, the Pythia nodded. 


“T- I was hidden from her sight,” he stammered. “It was so dark down in that temple. I was 
desperate for her guidance but she left me for so long, I just- I didn’t know what to do.” 


“But She came back for you eventually, right?” The priest asked. 


The Pythia nodded again. “She did. Right when I thought she’d left me completely, I received 
a vision from her again.” 


Risking a glance at Tommy, his chest ached at the confusion written across his face. 


“Even in the heart of Lady Death’s domain, Clara found a way to remind you She was still 
with you,” the priest nodded, looking relieved. “We can fix this. We can remove the damage 
done to the vessel-” he gestured to the tattoo and the scar, “and return it to the state Clara 
intended it to be.” 


At this, Tommy jerked in the other guard’s hold. “No! Don’t fucking touch him!” 


He didn’t think they’d be able to remove the tattoo. At least not easily. But he should’ ve 
known the palace always had their ways. 


His heart was slamming out of his chest at this point, but he forced his fear down as far as it 
could go. This was working. He just had to keep it up. 


“Really?” He asked, trying to sound hopeful. 


“Yes, really,” the priest reassured him. “The infirmary will have a better idea of how long it 
will take, but I’d say- actually, can you let go of his wrist for me?” He asked, looking at the 
guard. 


The guard frowned. “Are you sure, Your Eminence?” 


“Keep a hold on his arm, but you don’t need to be pinning his wrists like that,” the priest 
insisted. 


Although the guard seemed reluctant, the grip on his wrists loosened, and he let out a sigh of 
relief. The guard wrapped a single hand around his upper left arm, while his right arm hung 
loosely at his side. 


The priest lifted his right hand gently into his palm, disgust twisting his features when he saw 
the tattoo Niki had done. 


“I’m not surprised the Deathlings chose something so macabre,” he murmured. “What a 
horrible act of desecration.” 


Wilbur had to fight the urge to rip his hand out of the priest’s, and instead nodded. 
“It’s rather... barbaric,” he forced himself to say. 


A shudder ran down Tommy’s spine, and when he risked a glance up, he saw Tommy wasn’t 
looking at him anymore. The ache in his chest grew stronger. 


It was then his eyes caught on the syringe hooked to the front of the priest’s robes again, and 
seized the opportunity to change the subject. “That syringe you have—what’s it for?” 


The priest let go of the Pythia’s wrist, raising an eyebrow. “This?” The Pythia nodded. “It’s 
just something we hold onto in a ‘worst case scenario’. Because as I’m sure you know, 
Pythia, we can’t afford to lose you again.” 


Wilbur clenched his jaw. “Lose me?” 


“The Deathlings feel no remorse when they take a life. Even if it’s the life of Clara’s 
Chosen,” the priest explained, and Wilbur tensed hearing the same lies he used to believe said 
out loud once again. “As the Priests of Clara, it is our job to ensure the institution of the 
Pythia is upheld. The Pythia’s safety is paramount, which means that if a Deathling were to 
try and reset the cycle, we could inject this into your neck, and it would bring you back.” 


Oh. That could be useful. 
“So all I would have to do is-” 


Suddenly, there was the sound of shouting and footsteps coming down the hall. Before the 
guards had time to react, Wilbur wrenched his arm out of the guard’s grip and shoved her 

back as hard as he could. Then, he threw himself at the other guard, making them stumble 
back and forcing them to let go of Tommy. 


The footsteps got louder. Two familiar figures rounded the corner, and before Wilbur could 
react, Tommy was grabbing his hand and dragging him behind a wall right before gunshots 
rang out. 


There were two loud thuds, followed by an eerie silence. With his heart pounding in his ears, 
Wilbur peeked around the wall to see the carnage. 


The two guards had collapsed to the ground. The one who had been holding onto Wilbur was 
groaning in pain and grabbing her abdomen, while the one that had been holding Tommy was 
dazed, with blood dripping from the side of their head and shoulder. Meanwhile, the priest 
was still standing between the guards, trembling hands held up by his head. 


And then beyond the guards and the priest, Wilbur had been expecting to see Phil and Techno 
standing at the other end of the hall. But instead- 


“Looks like we got here at a good time,” Jack quipped, glancing between the injured guards. 


Niki, meanwhile, had already started walking towards the priest. “It seems like we did,” she 
agreed, her hands clenched into fists at her side. 


Before Wilbur could say anything to either of them though, pain flashed through his arm 
when Tommy smacked him. 


“You fucking prick! You scared the shit out of me!” 
“What the fuck?!” Wilbur yelped, grabbing his arm. 


“I thought you were getting fucking brainwashed again!” Tommy exclaimed. 


“Wow, I see you have a lot of faith in me,” Wilbur huffed, scowling at him. “Of course I 
wasn’t actually going along with that! I needed that guard to let go of me-” 


“Well, you didn’t have to be so convincing about it, asshole,” Tommy shot back, his voice 
wavering. 


Wilbur paused. Although Tommy was trying to hide it, his hands were shaking, and Wilbur 
reached out to rest his hands on both his shoulders. 


“Hey, Tom, it’s okay,” he said quietly, “it’s still me.” 


Taking a shaky breath, Tommy nodded. “Right. Yeah. That just-” he hesitated. “I didn’t think 
that’d freak me out so much. But we’re good.” 


Squeezing his shoulders once, Wilbur straightened back up before dropping his arms. “Yeah, 
we’re good.” 


Behind him, the priest spoke up again. 
“You’re further gone than I thought you were, Pythia.” 


Turning around, Wilbur saw Niki had made the priest kneel on the ground while still holding 
his hands by his head. Still, he didn’t take his eyes off the Pythia’s blindfold. 


Wilbur took a step towards the priest, and then another. Tommy moved back, and from the 
comer of his eye Wilbur saw him picking up the gun he’d dropped, while Niki moved aside 
to let him crouch in front of the man. 


“Maybe I am. But you can’t demand devotion from someone without giving them anything in 
return,” Wilbur said, his voice surprisingly steady compared to earlier. 


“You are in direct communication with Clara! You receive visions of the future! Is that not 
enough for you?” The priest asked, face twisted into a scowl. 


Wilbur shook his head. “No, not for what it costs. I used to think it was, but I can’t lie to 
myself anymore.” He reached out then, grabbing the syringe and unhooking it from the 
priest’s robes. Just in case. 


“What do you want us to do with him?” Niki asked when he stood up again, brushing her 
hand against his arm. 


If Wilbur wanted to exact his revenge, he could. He knew Niki and Tommy wouldn’t blame 
him. Not when these priests were the ones who continued to strip away his entire sense of 
self year after year once the former Pythia had passed. 


But this was just one man. A cog in a machine that had been running for hundreds of years. 
He wasn’t the Emperor. He wasn’t even a head priest. He wasn’t worth Wilbur’s anger in the 
end. 


“Do you have anything to tie him up with?” 


A few minutes later, Wilbur, Tommy, Niki, and Jack left the hallway with the injured guards 
and the priest behind. Jack and Niki had made quick work of binding and gagging all of 
them, which was a relief considering the smell of smoke was only growing stronger. 


Once they started moving again, he noticed that Jack and Niki refused to look at Tommy. 
They both spoke to Wilbur, with Niki asking if he was alright and Jack complimenting him 
for getting them all into the palace in the first place, but neither one of them even 
acknowledged Tommy’s presence. 


Tommy stayed close to Wilbur’s side. When it became clear neither Niki or Jack wanted to 
speak to him, he fell quiet, and Wilbur nudged his shoulder in silent reassurance. 


It didn’t take long for them to find a stairwell leading to the ground floor. Although it wasn’t 
the servant stairwell Tommy had been looking for, according to Jack it wasn’t far from the 
exit, so as long as they moved quickly it wouldn’t be long until they were in the clear. 


“Do you guys know where Phil and Techno are?” Wilbur asked as he hurried down the steps. 


“I think they’re looking for Schlatt,” Niki said, pushing a few pink strands of hair out of her 
face. “We knew he was in his office when we first got here, but he disappeared pretty quickly 
after that-” 


As they reached the landing to the second floor, there was the distant sound of an explosion 
echoing from what seemed like the first floor. The ground shook under their feet for a 
moment, and Wilbur grabbed onto Tommy’s arm to steady himself as the four of them 
stumbled off the steps. 


Since Wilbur first started the fire in the vents, the majority of the smoke had been pushed 
through air filters to make it tolerable to breathe, even if it smelled bad. But down on the 
second level, it was obvious the filters were reaching their limits. Smoke was visible in the 
air, bitter and stinging the back of his throat when he breathed too deeply. Along with that, 
Wilbur could hear the sounds of fighting now. Distant shouts and the occasional gunshot 
ringing out, although it seemed to be concentrated to the ground level one more flight down. 


Suddenly, there was another explosive rumble. Then, smoke began to pour out into the next 
flight of stairs leading down. 


“Oh fuck me!” Jack exclaimed, shielding his face with his hands as he jumped out of the way. 
“I don’t think we can go down that way, guys!” 


Jack was right. The stairs leading down to the ground floor were covered with thick, black 
smoke, and Wilbur barely got a breath in before Niki was grabbing his arm to drag him away. 
Throat stinging, he grabbed Tommy’s arm with his free hand as Tommy began to cough. 


The four of them stumbled away from the billowing smoke, turning down another hall at 
random until the air cleared just enough for them to take full breaths. Tommy’s breathing had 
turned wheezy, and Wilbur patted his back as he gulped in the (slightly) cleaner air. 


A minute passed, and Tommy began to cough again. Jack scowled. 


“Are you gonna do that all day? Or can we get a fucking move on?” 


It was the first time Jack had acknowledged Tommy since he and Niki rescued them from the 
guards. In fact, Wilbur was fairly sure this was the first time Jack had spoken to Tommy 
directly in weeks. 


Sucking in another breath, Tommy forced himself to straighten up. “You think I want to be 
coughing my fuckin’ lungs up right now?” 


“No, but if you do that and we’re being chased I’m not waiting-” 


“Fucking Death below, can you be anymore of a prick?” Tommy snapped. “You think I 
haven’t noticed how that limp you got from your prosthetic has been slowing us down for the 
past ten minutes? Of course I have. I always noticed it when we did runs together. But I’m 
not over here saying you need to hurry up!” 


Jack’s jaw clenched at this, his eyes burning as he took a step towards Tommy. “Having a 
slight limp isn’t remotely similar to you holding us up for minutes at a time!” 


“And what do you want me to do about it?” Tommy snarled. “Wait, let me guess, you want 
another apology. Sorry I pushed you off a roof, and sorry I can’t fucking breathe. Now can 
we move the fuck on?” His tone was almost as acrid as the smoke they were breathing in. 


“Hey!” Wilbur cut in as anger flashed through Jack’s eyes, while he held Tommy back by the 
arm. “We’re not doing this. Not right now.” 


Although Niki was glaring at Tommy, after a beat, she sighed. “He’s right. We need to focus 
on getting out of here.” 


Jack took a deep breath, still scowling at Tommy as Niki urged him back. Tommy did the 
same. But the fire in Jack’s eyes didn’t die down. If anything, it only grew more noticeable, 
just like the smoke hanging over them. 


But that wasn’t Wilbur’s main concern right now. Instead, he needed to figure out where they 
were. 


Despite the fact that he had grown up in this palace, right now it felt completely foreign to 
him. Not only did the hallways all look identical in the smoke haze, but it was only now that 
Wilbur realized he didn’t even know how to leave if he tried. The Pythia was almost never 
permitted to leave the palace, and for the most part, his activities kept him sequestered on the 
second and third floors. He was almost never on the ground floor, except for when he was 
summoned to Schlatt’s throne room. Along with that, while there were certainly other 
stairwells that led to the ground floor, he’d only ever traveled between floors in elevators. 
And given the state of the palace right now, he had a feeling the elevators weren’t in working 
order. 


Which meant that they had to try and figure out how to get to another exit as fast as possible. 
But not even Wilbur knew where one was. 


Cerulean marble clicked under his boots as he paced around, trying to get his bearings. He 
retraced the path he and Tommy took from his room on the third floor, matching it to the 
second floor they were on now. If they were in the left wing of the palace, then maybe... 


“I might know where to go,” Wilbur suddenly said, drawing Niki, Jack, and Tommy’s eyes 
towards him. “I’m not completely sure, but I think there’s access to another servant stairwell 
that leads out into the ground floor gardens if we go this way.” He pointed down the left side 
of the hallway they were standing in. 


Immediately, Tommy nodded. “I’m lost as shit, so Im down.” 
Niki and Jack shared a worried look. 


“I tried calling Tubbo already but I think the smoke is interfering with the signal,” Niki said, 
tapping a black earpiece she had hooked in her ear. 


“Guess our only option is to follow you then,” Jack said to Wilbur, folding his arms over his 
chest. “Or we can just wander in circles until we run into more guards and get our asses 
beat.” 


“Or pass out from smoke inhalation,” Tommy muttered, his voice hoarse from coughing. 


At this, Niki and Jack shared another look. Wilbur wanted to ask what that was about, but 
before he could, Niki was already making her way down the hall. Grabbing Tommy’s hand, 
he hurried to the front of the group so he could lead the way. 


Wilbur thought that the further they got from the stairwell, the more the smoke would clear. 
But instead, the smoke only seemed to get thicker the deeper into the palace they got. Tommy 
continued to cough, and soon, Wilbur found himself having to clear his throat over and over 
again as the taste of ash settled on his tongue. 


Still, he was sure it was better up here than on the ground floor. And hopefully once they 
reached the end of this hallway, they’d be able to get out to the gardens without any more 
mishaps. 


Of course it couldn’t be that easy. 


Finally, after a few minutes of walking, the hall opened up into one of the largest chambers in 
the palace. 


The Pool of Guidance looked exactly the same as it had the last time he’d been there. Unlike 
before though, when sunlight shone from the crystalline skylight arching above the pool 
itself, now faint moonlight was dappling over the water. 


Neon holograms of fish slipped between the still surface of the pool. Lotus flower projections 
floated just above the water, their light creating strange patterns in the faint ripples beneath it. 
And above it all was Clara’s opalescent face turned up towards the sky, avoiding his eyes as 
always. 


“What is this place?” Niki asked, her eyes wide. 


“This is the Pool of Guidance,” Wilbur explained, gesturing to the water. “It’s said to be 
blessed by Clara herself. Supposedly if you pray to it with a wish for the future, or with a 
request for guidance, Clara will grant it for you.” 


“Ts it like a wishing well? Do you gotta throw a coin in or something?” Jack asked, glancing 
between the statue and the pool. 


Wilbur shook his head. “No, no payment is due. You simply dip your hands in the water and 
pray.” 


While Wilbur had been speaking, Tommy made his way over to the edge of the pool. His 
breathing was still wheezy, and he kept grabbing his chest with his hand as he stared into the 
water, like he was struggling to keep from coughing again. 


In the corner of his eye, Wilbur noticed Jack lean over to whisper something in Nik1’s ear. 
She nodded once, her face unreadable. 


Before he could wonder what that was about though, Niki was already walking up to him. 


“You said there’s a staircase that leads down to the gardens?” Niki asked, nudging Wilbur’s 
arm. 


“There should be,” Wilbur said, furrowing his brows as he scanned the walls for it. “I think 
it’s- there!” He pointed at a small door nestled on the other side of the chamber. “I think that 
should take us down to the ground floor, and the exit to the gardens should be right along the 
same wall once we’re there.” 


Niki hummed. “Alright. Let’s go check it out-” 


Before Niki could finish her sentence, a deafening screech rang through the chamber as the 
ground began to shake. Everyone brought their hands up to their ears, Wilbur gritting his 
teeth while the sound of groaning metal and crashing stone echoed through the room. 


Suddenly, the ground buckled. Wilbur stumbled, falling on his knees while Niki and Jack 
struggled to keep their balance. When Wilbur whipped his head over to the source of the 
sound, a yawning chasm opened up in his gut. 


In the far corner of the chamber, part of the floor had collapsed. A huge cloud of thick, black 
smoke rose up from the hole in the ground, the ash immediately coating the back of his throat 
and sending him into a coughing fit. 


A few seconds passed. The sound of coughing echoed around the room. 


Once the ground stopped moving, Wilbur opened his eyes again. Flames licked the edges of 
the hole in the ground, which Wilbur realized must’ve meant they were right over one of the 
rooms on the ground floor that was seeing the worst of the fire. A wave of heat washed over 
him and he gasped, struggling to his feet so they could get out of here as fast as possible. 


As soon as he was standing, he looked at Tommy, and a jolt of fear ran through him. 


Tommy was standing, but barely. He was hunched over, prosthetic hand clutching his shirt as 
he fought for air. His breaths were coming in short gasps. His chest was spasming. The 
coughing was getting worse. 


And worse. And worse. And worse. Until- 


Tommy’s breathing hitched. His mouth opened in a silent gasp, and Wilbur felt sick at how 
familiar the scene was to him. 


He tensed, about to run over to try and help Tommy breathe. But before he could, there was a 
hand on his arm yanking him back. 


“Wh- Niki?! What are you-” 


Looking at Tommy again, Wilbur’s eyes widened when he saw a blur of movement rushing at 
him. He froze completely, unable to do anything but watch as Jack shoved Tommy into the 
water, while Tommy’s mouth was still open in that silent gasp. 


It happened so fast. It felt like he watched Tommy fall for a thousand years. 


But in the blink of an eye, Tommy was gone. He disappeared under the surface of the water, 
and Wilbur- 


Well, Wilbur began to panic. 
“TOMMY?!” He screamed, pure, ice cold terror wrapping around every cell in his body. 


He tried to take a step towards him, but pain flashed through his arms when he did. His heart 
slammed against his ribs as he fought against the hold because Tommy 5 going to drown 
Tommy can t breathe Tommy 5 going to die in there I need to save him Tommy 5 right fucking 
there- 


“Leave him! We don’t have time!” Niki shouted behind him, her metal hands pinning his 
arms behind his back. 


“Let go of me!” Wilbur screamed, trying to twist out of her grip and feeling his skin break 
against the engravings in the metal. “Niki, fucking let go of me right now or-” 


“He’s going to get you killed!” Niki snapped, yanking back on his arms and forcing him to 
stumble. “Just- we can’t, okay?! We have to go before more of the floor collapses!” 


No. Wilbur refused to let this happen. He recognized what was going on now. He recognized 
the vision Clara had sent him before he even knew he was going back to the palace. As much 
as he wanted to think he could’ve stopped Jack from pushing Tommy, he had a feeling things 
were always going to end up like this. 


Gritting his teeth, Wilbur wrenched his hands away from Niki as hard as he could. Red hot 
pain flashed through his left hand when he twisted his fingers out of hers, but then she let go, 
and he shoved her away from him as he stumbled back. 


“What the fuck is wrong with you?!” Wilbur shouted, cradling his injured hand to his chest. 


Niki, who only just caught her footing after Wilbur’s shove, looked like she was on the verge 
of tears. Jack, meanwhile, had moved back around to step beside her. Where Wilbur was 
expecting to see a triumphant smile written across his face, instead, his mouth was pressed 
into a thin line. 


“Look, I- I had to do it,” Jack said, although he didn’t sound all that sure of himself. 


“No, you didn’t have to,” Wilbur shot back, hands curling into fists at his sides. “But you did, 
and you did it when he couldn’t even fight back!” 


Jack flinched at this. Wilbur’s eyes were starting to burn, and he wasn’t sure if it was from 
the smoke, or something else entirely. 


“Wilbur, please,” Niki pleaded, her voice breaking. “We need to get out of here.” 


For the first time in ages, he winced hearing Niki say Wilbur. It would’ve been easier if it was 
because Jack was standing right there, but the pain that lanced through him had nothing to do 
with that. 


Shaking his head, he almost stumbled when his feet hit the edge of the pool. “Get the fuck 
away from me. I’m not leaving without Tommy.” 


Smoke burned his lungs with every breath. Another wave of heat rushed at him from where 
the floor had caved in, and it was a stark contrast to the ice cold fear running through his 
veins. It was a fear he’d felt before. Fear that choked the little air he had in his lungs right out 
of him. Fear that screamed at him to move. Fear that screamed at him to do something. 


So he did. 


Without waiting for a response from Niki and Jack, Wilbur jumped into the water where he’d 
seen Tommy fall. 


Cool water rushed over his head, blocking out the heat and the smoke and all of it. Bubbles 
floated past his head as he sank down down down- the water engulfing him as the 
enchantment on his blindfold blurred from the water. 


Yanking the blindfold off his head and shoving it into his pocket, Wilbur blinked a few times, 
still unable to make out anything but vague shapes. His chest was getting tighter and tighter 
as the seconds ticked on. The fear in his veins screamed louder. He was alone down here. 


After another few seconds, he kicked to the surface again. There was little relief to catching 
his breath, because of the smoke scraping the back of his throat and burning his lungs from 
the inside out. He looked to the edge of the pool and noticed Niki and Jack had left. Good. 


This was the vision. He knew it was the vision, and it played out exactly as it had in his 
dream. He turned his head to look up at Clara’s statue, and despite all the feelings of rage and 
scorn and frustration that spun inside of him every time he saw her, he still found himself 
wanting her eyes to meet his. Wanting her to acknowledge him. To help him. 


But she only kept staring at the ceiling as smoke began to curl around her head. 
So Wilbur sucked in another breath, and dove back under. 


He dove deeper this time, hands reaching out blindly as he searched. There was only one 
coherent thought playing on repeat in his mind—please let me save him please let me save 
him please let me- 


Wilbur didn’t know who he was pleading with. Clara? Kristin? The universe? Himself? 


It didn’t matter. He repeated the prayer in his mind as he continued to swim. As he ignored 
the ache in his lungs. As terror gripped every part of his mind and pushed him to keep going. 


Then, his hand brushed something solid. 


He grabbed the back of a shirt. Moving his hands down, he found Tommy’s arms, and hoisted 
him up towards the surface. Tommy was dead weight, but he used the last of his strength to 
move up up up- 


Wilbur gasped when he broke the surface. Smoke stung his eyes and throat as he wrapped his 
arms around Tommy’s chest, using his legs to kick them both back to the edge of the pool. He 
tried to suck in a lungful of air, and ended up having a coughing fit instead. 


His head was spinning. His arms ached. But he kept swimming until his back hit the pool 
wall. With a lot of grunting and pained sounds, he managed to push Tommy out of the water 
and onto the cerulean marble. Then, he climbed out after him. 


Wilbur had to wipe the water out of his eyes. His vision was still blurred, but after a moment, 
he managed to focus enough on Tommy’s face. And the moment he did, it felt like he’d been 
stabbed in the chest. 


Tommy’s eyes were open. They were open, but they were empty. Faded blue stared blankly at 
the skylight above their heads. When Wilbur rested a hand on Tommy’s chest, it was as still 
as could be. 


“No,” Wilbur whispered, his vision blurring for reasons unrelated to the smoke this time. “No 
no- this isn’t- Tommy, come on, don’t fucking do this!” 


He waited. He waited for Tommy to start coughing. He waited for life to leak back into those 
glazed over eyes. 


But Tommy was limp. Wilbur couldn’t breathe. 


Lifting his head, Wilbur found himself staring at the statue of Clara once again. Still looking 
at the sky, ignoring the dead boy at her feet. 


“Are you happy now?!” He shouted at the statue, his voice hoarse from the smoke. “The 
curse was real! You killed him! Is that enough for you?!” 


The statue was silent. Wilbur wasn’t. 


“The priests would say this is my fault for letting him see my eyes, but it’s not. This is your 
fault!” He continued, clutching the front of Tommy’s shirt like it was the only thing holding 
him to the ground. “You’re the one who killed him! You’re the one who cursed the Pythia! 
You’re the one who chose me for a role I didn’t want!” 


Letting go of Tommy’s shirt, Wilbur pushed to his feet, and stumbled to the base of the 
statue. 


“If you want someone to die for my insolence, kill me!” He wasn’t sure what he was saying 
at this point. His head was a spinning mess of panic and fear and grief and anger—he was 
sick of all of it. “You put air into my lungs, right? That’s how this works? That’s why I’m 
your vessel?” He sucked in another lungful of air, resisting the urge to cough this time. “Then 
take it back! Take back the air you put into my lungs! I fucking dare you, Clara!” 


Seconds ticked by. 
His chest continued to rise and fall. 
Tommy’s didn’t. 


Dropping to his knees, sobs spilled out of Wilbur as he crawled back to Tommy. Tears 
blinded him as he grabbed Tommy’s limp fingers in his own, silently begging him to come 
back. Not to leave him alone here. 


He blinked more tears out of his eyes, and the Deathling Mark tattooed on Tommy’s wrist 
came into focus. 


“Kristin,” Wilbur whispered, his voice breaking. “I- I know Tommy and Phil always said 
death comes at the right time but- but this can’t be his time yet, right? This can’t be what you 
wanted for him.” 


Back in the catacombs that first time he broke down in front of Phil, he’d felt a phantom hand 
brush through his hair. He’d thought it was Kristin, and he was never sure what to think of 
that. If he should’ve been comforted by her presence, or frustrated that another goddess was 
trying to enter his life. 


Right now though, he would’ve taken anything from her. A hand through his hair, a whisper 
in his ear—anything to tell him that it would be okay. That Tommy was going to be okay. She 
was Lady Death after all. This was her domain. This was one of her most devout followers. 
Shouldn’t she care? 


But more seconds ticked on, and nothing happened. There was no hand on his. There was no 
twitch of Tommy’s fingers. 


Just like in the vision, Wilbur was alone. In the heart of Clara’s domain, with Death curling 
around him like smoke, he was completely and utterly alone. 


Another sob broke out of him. He shifted to get closer to Tommy, to rest his forehead against 
his brother’s shoulder, when he felt something heavy shift in his pocket. 


Suddenly, Wilbur stiffened. He let go of Tommy’s hand, digging in his pocket to pull out the 
syringe he’d taken from the priest earlier. 


The neon yellow liquid almost glowed in the moonlight filtering in from the glass above his 
head. The priest’s words echoed in his ears. 


“This would bring you back.” 
If the priest was telling the truth, this could save Tommy. 


But it would rip him straight from the hands of Death Herself. Lady Death, who Tommy had 
worshipped since he was a child. Who he always insisted he’d return to at the right time. 
Was... Was it right for Wilbur to take him away from that? 


He thought back to the past few weeks since Tommy had been cursed. The pleas he’d 
whisper to Kristin in his sleep. The invisible weight he carried on his shoulders as he waited 
for answers from the goddess he’d dedicated his life to. The way he’d curled more and more 
in on himself as time passed, and those answers never came. 


Kristin hadn’t been there then, and she wasn’t here now. It was only Wilbur. The decision 
was his and his alone. 


And, well, Wilbur had already decided he was sick of being used as a pawn in these 
goddesses games. He wasn’t about to let Tommy suffer the same fate. 


Gritting his teeth, Wilbur angled the syringe towards Tommy’s throat as carefully as he could. 
His hands were shaking, and he took another pained breath to steady himself as he tried to 
figure out where the best place to inject it was. 


At the very least, it’s not like he could kill Tommy again. 
“Please let this work,” he whispered to himself. 
Then, he pushed the needle into Tommy’s skin, and pressed down on the plunger. 


The yellow liquid disappeared into Tommy’s bloodstream. He pulled the needle out as 
carefully as he could, a few drops of blood mixed with the yellow stuff welling up at the 
injection site. Setting the syringe off to the side, he sat back and waited. 


And waited. 
And waited. 


Right before he could start to worry that it didn’t work, Tommy’s body spasmed. His fingers 
twitched. Then his head jerked to the side. His chest heaved. 


And then, he was gasping for air, turning his head to cough up all the water he’d inhaled. 


“Holy shit- breathe, Tommy! You’re okay, just breathe,” Wilbur said, lightly hitting his back 
to help him cough everything up. 


“Je J” 
“It’s okay. Don’t try to talk yet. Focus on breathing,” Wilbur told him. 


Tommy shook his head, coughing again before sitting upright. He blinked a few times, 
looking around the room like he wasn’t sure where he was. Then, his eyes focused on 
Wilbur’s, and Wilbur saw tears threatening to spill down his cheeks. 


“Did I die?” He whispered, sounding like his vocal chords had been dragged over broken 
glass. 


Wilbur could’ve lied. He could’ve said that Tommy had simply passed out from the water. He 
could’ve pretended like he hadn’t ripped Tommy away from his goddess. 


But he could tell by the look in Tommy’s eyes that he already knew the answer to his own 
question. He just needed Wilbur to confirm it. 


So Wilbur nodded, and braced for the anger. For Tommy to hate him for what he’d done. If 
he did, it was okay. He would accept the blame. Tommy deserved to live, no matter what he 
or Phil or Kristin thought. 


A beat passed. 
Tommy’s face crumpled. 


“Then why wasn’t she there?” He asked, his voice breaking. “It- It was so fucking dark! Just 
darkness everywhere! I was in the void for what felt like days and I kept waiting for- for 
Kristin to show up. For her to take me with her. But she didn’t! I was alone!” 


Oh. 


“Oh Tommy,” Wilbur murmured, wrapping his arms around his shoulders as Tommy 
collapsed into him. “I’m so sorry.” 


“Did I do something wrong?” Tommy sobbed into his shoulder. “Did Kristin decide I wasn’t 
hers anymore?” 


“I don’t know,” Wilbur said, water dripping onto the floor from both of their wet clothes. 


Was it his fault? Was it because Tommy died from the curse that Kristin couldn’t reach him in 
the afterlife? Or was it because Wilbur brought him back before she could get him? 


It was either that, or Kristin had truly abandoned him. 


Seconds turned into minutes as they sat by the edge of the pool, Tommy crying into Wilbur’s 
shoulder. His chest heaved as he sucked in more lungfuls of smoky air, lungs stuttering every 
few seconds but continuing to function. Thankfully, while the smoke was still bad, it seemed 
to be getting pushed to other rooms. They couldn’t stay there for much longer, but they 
should have enough time to get out of the palace. 


There was another rumbling sound as more of the floor collapsed in on itself. Wilbur looked 
up, and saw the flames through the pink and orange glow of the holographic fish jumping in 
and out of the water. 


“We need to get out of here,” Wilbur finally said, prying Tommy’s hands out of his shirt. 


He reached into his pocket and tied his (now soaked) blindfold back on, just in case they ran 
into anyone else on their way out. Then, taking another shuddering breath, Tommy nodded as 
he attempted to push to his feet. His legs were unsteady, and Wilbur reached out to help him 
up. Tommy leaned into his side, and he draped his arm over Tommy’s shoulders, both of 
them struggling as they began to walk away from the pool. 


“You okay?” Wilbur asked once they were moving. 


“T fucking died. What do you think?” Tommy snapped, although there wasn’t any real bite to 
his voice. “I feel like I got hit by a Jack Manifold-shaped train.” At his own words, Tommy 
then stiffened. “Wait, where did he and Niki go?” 


Wilbur clenched his jaw. “Well, uh, when Jack pushed you in, I tried to jump in after you 
immediately, but Niki held me back. Actually-” He lifted his left hand from Tommy’s back 
and tried to extend his fingers, having forgotten about the fact that he’d been hurt in the chaos 
of everything. Immediately, flames of pain raced up his arm, and he bit back a cry as he let 
his hand go limp again. “Fuck. I might’ve broken a finger or two getting away from Niki.” 


“Fucking bastards,” Tommy muttered. “Did they just leave when you went in after me?” 


“Yeah, they did,” Wilbur said, his wet boots squeaking against the marble floor as they got 
closer and closer to the stairwell. “I don’t think Niki wanted to, but-” 


The ground rumbled again. Another screeching sound echoed off the walls, and Wilbur 
turned around just in time to see part of the ceiling fall apart as flames crawled up rows and 
rows of shimmering golden tapestries. 


The fire was spreading. If they didn’t get out soon, the stairwell could collapse, and they’d be 
trapped. 


Only a few more steps, and they would be out. 
Before they could even take one more step though, a booming voice echoed off the walls. 
“PYTHIA!” 


His entire body jolted as he looked over his shoulder, and saw Schlatt stumbling towards the 
Pool of Guidance. 


To say Schlatt looked worse for wear was an understatement. His suit was torn, his hair 
looked like it’d been nearly burnt, and there was ash smeared across his face. He was 
limping, part of his suit leg charred and revealing a nasty burn on his calf. 


“Fuck,” Wilbur cursed under his breath. “You don’t happen to still have that gun on you, 
right?” 


Patting his pockets, Tommy shook his head. “I think I lost it in the water.” 


“Where the hell do you think you’re going?!” Schlatt shouted, struggling to stay upright as he 
limped towards them. 


Glancing between Schlatt and Tommy, heat rose in his chest as his anger was stoked once 
more. Now Schlatt decided to give a shit about him? After all these years, it was only when 
he was one foot out the door that Schlatt actually wanted him around? 


Fuck that. 


“Sit against this wall,” he murmured to Tommy, guiding him to the ground as he let his arms 
drop from Tommy’s back. 


Tommy tensed, but he was too weak to stay standing without help. “What the fuck?! No! 
Don’t just leave me over here-” 


“Tommy,” he said, cutting off his protests. “Let me have this.” 


Maybe it was something in his voice, or maybe it was because Tommy knew how to read his 
expressions through the blindfold. But either way, Tommy must’ve understood how serious 
he was, because his mouth instantly snapped shut. 


“Oh good, leaving the dead weight behind. I knew you were smart,” Schlatt said, steps 
slowing as the Pythia began to walk towards him, meeting him in the center of the room. “So 
are you coming to your senses? You gonna help me get to my fucking bunker before some 
punk ass Deathling takes me out?” 


Schlatt reached his hand out, clearly struggling to stand on his own. The Pythia stared at it for 
a moment, frowning behind his blindfold. 


“No,” he finally answered. “Consider this my resignation.” 


Immediately, Schlatt frowned. “What? Are- Is this a fucking joke?” When the Pythias stayed 
stone-faced, Schlatt scoffed. “Who the fuck do you think you are? You can’t resign! You’re 
the goddamn Pythia!” 


“I just did,” he snapped, taking a step back as Schlatt struggled to straighten up. 


From the corner of his eye, he saw the Clara statue looming over him. There was no weight 
from her gaze pressing down on him. No sign that she was watching. And right now, that was 
more of a relief than it had ever been. 


A beat ticked by as Schlatt’s scowl twisted into something much darker. His eyes burned the 
same shade of red as the flaming tapestries behind his head as he forced himself to his full 
height, before he was lurching forward to try and grab him. 


The Pythia stumbled back, but Schlatt grabbed his arm before he could get out of the way. 
His surprised yell was echoed by part of the skylight cracking above his head. Glass 
shattered, the Pythia trying to wrench himself away from Schlatt as it fell on top of the statue. 


It was a blur of pained grunts and desperate attempts to twist out of Schlatt’s grip. The heat in 
his head matched the heat threatening to burn him. There was the sound of metal scraping 
against metal, and Tommy shouted as the framework holding up the skylight began to fall 
apart. 


Everything happened so fast. One moment, he was wrenching himself out of Schlatt’s hold 
and shoving him back. The next moment, he and Schlatt both let out shouts of pain. 


As the dust settled, Wilbur lifted his head, and saw he and Schlatt had both collapsed onto the 
base of the statue. It seemed pieces of the broken skylight had fallen on them, which would 
explain the burning pain racing up and down his entire left arm. 


After taking a moment to catch his breath, Wilbur opened his eyes to see the damage. 


Surprisingly, his hand didn’t look all that bad for how much pain he was in. The skin over his 
fingers was bright red and already beginning to blister, and when he tried to straighten them, 
another shock ran through him and he couldn’t stop himself from shouting out again. 


He used his right hand to push himself up to a sitting position on the stone. Cradling his hand 
to his chest, he squeezed his eyes shut for a moment to get his bearings, although it was 
difficult with smoke still burning the back of his throat. 


When he opened his eyes again and looked to his left though, he completely forgot about his 
own injuries as his stomach dropped. 


Schlatt had been impaled. He was laying back against the stone, a jagged piece of metal 
sticking out of his shoulder. There were smaller pieces of glass stuck in his arms and chest as 
well, although none of them cut through him quite like the metal had. 


From what he could tell, the skylight had started falling apart from the heat of the flames. He 
and Schlatt happened to be standing in the wrong place at the wrong moment, and some of 


the superheated metal seemed to have burnt (and possibly broken) his hand, while the rest of 
it had hit Schlatt. 


Schlatt sucked in a shuddering breath, wincing when it jostled the metal in his shoulder. 
Then, his red eyes flickered to the Pythia’s blindfold. 


“L-Look, Pythia, you gotta help me out, man,” he said, struggling to speak through the pain. 
“I know we’ve had our differences, but you’re not just- not just gonna leave me here, right?” 


The Pythia looked down at Schlatt, his mouth pressed into a thin line. Dark, crimson blood 
shimmered against the pieces of glass littered around them. Schlatt’s haggard breathing was 
accompanied by the sound of more glass sprinkling down around them like snowfall. It 
sounded like there was something wet stuck in the back of his throat. 


He tried to cough it up, and blood spilled down his chin. The Pythia’s face didn’t change. 


“T don’t know, Schlatt. You dug this hole with your own two hands. If you’d listened to me 
all those months ago and cancelled the ball, we wouldn’t be here now.” 


At this, Schlatt grimaced. He squeezed his eyes shut, sucking in another sharp breath before 
opening them to stare at the statue above his head. 


“It wouldn’t have fucking done anything,” he said so quietly, the Pythia almost thought he 
misheard. 


“What?” 
“Cancelling the ball. It wouldn’t have done anything,” Schlatt repeated, louder this time. 
The Pythia frowned. “What do you mean?” 


“I mean the Pythia can’t change the future, dipshit,” Schlatt huffed, trying to move further up 
on the statue base, and biting back a curse when the metal in his shoulder shifted again. “Or, I 
guess, I don’t really know. Maybe you can. But when my old man was preparing me for the 
throne, he told me you Pythia couldn’t actually change the future. You can warn for it so we 
can prepare, but once you see something happening, it’s gonna happen no matter what.” 


He thought back to when Tommy asked him if he’d ever actually prevented a vision from 
happening. He thought back to the years of visions that Schlatt had ignored. He thought back 
to how he’d cursed himself time and time again for not being able to keep Tommy from 
seeing his eyes. 


Wilbur wasn’t sure if the thing rising in the back of his throat was horror or relief. 
“Did- Did the priests tell your father that?” The Pythia forced out. 


“No, he just figured it out on his own,” Schlatt said, letting out another strained breath. “So 
yeah, maybe I fucked myself over by not listening to you. But this whole Emperor gig was 
rigged against me from the start, so it’s not like it’s even gonna matter in the end.” 


The Pythia’s frown deepened. “Rigged against you?” 


Schlatt snorted, and it was only then the Pythia noticed the blood leaking out of his shoulder 
and onto the stone beneath him. 


“Manberg’s been going downhill for a few generations now,” Schlatt said, gritting his teeth. 
“I inherited a dying country. We got a shitty economy that’s on the brink of collapse, 
infrastructure issues we can’t afford to fix—it’s hard to give a shit about your job when you 
know you’re gonna fail right out the gate.” 


“So you decided to just fuck around?” The Pythia asked. 


“Well, yeah, a bit,” Schlatt admitted. “But I also did what I could to try and drive the 
economy and keep up our image. Not let other countries know just how close to falling apart 


we were.” He glanced at the metal in his shoulder and snorted again. “Lot of good that did 
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me. 


In a way, the Pythia almost wanted to feel sympathy for Schlatt. He was barely an adult by 
the time he took up the mantle of Emperor. If Manberg truly was doomed from the start, he 
could see why Schlatt wouldn’t put much effort into doing his job. 


But at the same time, he couldn’t ignore the bitter taste that left on his tongue. Schlatt had an 
entire nation depending on him. Innocent, normal people trying to live their lives who 
suffered because of his incompetence. Sure, the root issues weren’t going to get fixed. But an 
attempt was better than squandering taxpayer money away on liquor and parties. 


“Do you remember when we first met, Schlatt?” The Pythia asked. “It was the day after the 
former Pythia passed, and I was presented to the court as her successor. You were barely 
fifteen, and after the whole bullshit ceremony you introduced yourself to me and told me to 
call you by your name instead of any royal title.” 


Schlatt nodded. “Yeah, I remember. You looked scared shitless of everything that was going 
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on. 


“That’s because I was,” the Pythia answered, looking down at Schlatt. “I was scared out of 
my mind, but you were the only one who spoke to me like a normal person. And you seemed 
so excited to work with me in the future. To take your father’s crown and make a name for 
yourself in the history books. What happened to that kid who gave a shit?” 


“Politics,” Schlatt answered. “Politics is what happened.” 


The Pythia huffed and shook his head. “It wasn’t only that. You just stopped caring about 
anyone but yourself.” 


Scowling, Schlatt tried to turn to get a better look at the Pythia, but yelped when the metal in 
his shoulder moved again. He grabbed at his shoulder with his uninjured arm, squeezing his 
eyes shut as he fought to take another breath. 


“Fucking Clara above,” Schlatt cursed. “For fuck’s sake, can we stop with the reminiscing 
already? Are you gonna get me out of here or what?” 


The smoke was now pouring out of the broken skylight, making it easier to breathe than it 
had been since Tommy got him from his room. Even still, his throat burned as he stared down 
at the man he’d worked under for nearly a decade. Schlatt, who belittled his knowledge and 
paraded him around like a pretty songbird to brag about. The Emperor, who could’ve tried to 
give a shit. Who could’ ve tried to do better than his father, even if it meant nothing in the 
end, but didn’t. 


Seconds ticked by. Schlatt noticed his silence. 


“Hey! Did you just forget you’re bound by every fuckin’ tenet in the book to be loyal to me?” 
Schlatt snapped, his face twisting with rage. “You always bitched and moaned about how 


because I didn’t listen to you you felt like you couldn’t do your duty to Clara or whatever the 
fuck. Well here’s your duty to Clara! Save your Emperor!” 


Instead of responding to the taunts, Wilbur continued to stare at him. Watching his face turn 
redder and redder as his eyes narrowed. 


“You're not really planning on letting me die here, right? Because if you are, you’re making a 
big fucking mistake,” Schlatt continued. “What, you gonna become the Pythia for Eret after I 
die? Gonna sing your bullshit little prophecies in their ear for years and years until they 
realize you can’t actually change jack shit?” 


“No, I won’t. I don’t want to be the Pythia to anyone after this.” 


At this, Schlatt let out a barking laugh that made Wilbur flinch. “Oh, you don’t plan on being 
the Pythia anymore? That’s fucking rich.” He laughed again, despite the obvious pain it 
caused him. “You think Eret’s just gonna let you walk out of this palace and go about your 
merry life? What, you gonna get an apartment with your Deathling buddies and work a nine 
to five at a fucking insurance company or something?” 


The Pythia clenched his jaw as Schlatt scoffed. 


“You're fucking dreaming if you think Eret’s letting you out of their sight when this is all 
over, pretty boy. And if you think they’re gonna be any better than I am, you’re even dumber 
than I thought. Because once they realize your visions don’t actually change anything, they’re 
gonna understand your best use is to sit there and look pretty when talking to the other 
nations.” The pooling blood under Schlatt’s back had begun to slow its spread as his voice 
began to slur. “You might’ve gotten a few months off, but the thing about this palace is that 
once you enter, you’re never leaving. We were born here, and we die here. That’s just the way 
it is.” 


“I wasn’t born here,” the Pythia tried to argue. 


More blood dribbled down Schlatt’s lips as he shook his head. “Maybe not in a literal sense. 
But in the eyes of Clara? In the eyes of every other fucking god out there? You were only 
born once you put that blindfold on for the first time.” 


As much as Wilbur wanted to deny it, the Pythia knew he was telling the truth. From the 
moment Eret met him at the ball, they recognized the usefulness of having the Divine on your 
side. There was a reason they made Phil and Techno bring him to that meeting at Connor’s 
club. There was a reason the snakes that symbolized their nation were more than just 
decoration. 


The tapestries continued to burn. Smoke curled out through the skylight and into the night 
sky. Clara’s statue watched the smoke, watched the stars, watched the moon—and didn’t 
watch him. 


Gritting his teeth, Wilbur pushed to his feet. He stepped around Schlatt, and began to make 
his way back towards Tommy. 


“Wh- Wait! Where are you going?!” Schlatt called out. “You can’t- You can’t fucking leave 
me here! Please! C’mon, don’t you at least want me as, like, a hostage or something?” 


The Pythia was done playing games. The game of politics, the game of goddesses—he was 
done with all of it. 


“Pythia! Come back!” 

Wilbur kept walking. 

“Pythia, please!” 

And walking. 

“Don’t walk away from me you fucking-” 
And- 

“PYTHIA!” 


The Pythia froze. The heat in Wilbur’s chest was even hotter than the heat of the flames 
surrounding him. The shrike wouldn’t stop shrieking. 


Before he could think twice, he turned on his heel and stormed back over to Schlatt. Schlatt 
shrunk back against the stone as he approached. 


Reaching down, he pressed his right hand to Schlatt’s impaled shoulder. Blood soaked his 
palm, painting the tips of the shrikes' wings on his wrist. Then, he pushed down. 


Schlatt’s scream reminded him of a dying animal. Wounded prey begging for mercy it 
wouldn’t find. 


Straightening back up, he brought a blood-soaked hand up to his face and used it to yank his 
blindfold off. 


“My name is Wilbur.” 
Red eyes met brown. 
“What the- fuck! FUCK!” Schlatt recoiled and squeezed his eyes shut, but it was too late. 


Wilbur walked away from the Emperor. He heard Schlatt shout several curses at him, but he 
ignored every single one as he turned his back on Clara’s statue, and made his way back to 
Tommy. 


“You fucking piece of shit! I’m going to make you pay for this!” 


“Can’t make me pay if you’re dead!” Wilbur shouted back without even looking in Schlatt’s 
direction. 


Schlatt made a startled noise at that, and maybe he shouted something else, maybe he didn’t. 
Wilbur didn’t know and didn’t care. All he thought about now was taking Tommy and getting 
the fuck out. 


Tommy didn’t say anything as Wilbur helped him to his feet, although his eyes kept fixing 
over Wilbur’s shoulder where Schlatt was still laying at the base of the statue. Wilbur threw 
his good arm over Tommy’s shoulder, and Tommy leaned into his side, both bracing 
themselves as they threw open the door to the stairwell and began to make their way down. 


There was more smoke at the bottom of the steps, but it was still clearing up compared to 
before. Thankfully, it seemed Wilbur’s guess had been right, with the door leading out to the 
gardens sitting only a few feet from the stairwell. 


The two stumbled outside, both coughing as they sucked in lungfuls of fresh air. While the 
Royal Atrium was where they kept perfected versions of natural flowers, the garden was 
where aesthetics took over posterity. Multi-colored flowers ranging in shades of neon to 
pastels glowed under the hazy moonlight. Holograms of stars twinkled above the trellises and 
sculpture bushes, with the real stars flickering faintly high above their heads. 


Wilbur looked around for any signs of guards. Instead, he caught sight of a familiar figure 
from the corner of his eye, and quickly tied his blindfold back around his eyes before they 
came into view. 


“Tommy? Is that you?” 
Ranboo ran towards them, his mismatched cybernetic eyes almost glowing in the shadows. 


“Holy shit, Ranboo,” Tommy said, slumping into Wilbur’s side. “Where the fuck is 
everyone?” 


“They’re all still inside, rounding up the last of the guards,” Ranboo said, furrowing his 
brows. “I think Phil and Techno went to the second floor to look for Schlatt but- why are you 
guys still here? We all thought you got out ages ago!” 


“Complications,” Wilbur huffed, his own legs starting to feel weak from everything that had 
happened. 


As if only just now noticing the state they were both in, Ranboo’s frown deepened. “Are you 
guys okay?” 


Tommy snorted. “Not really, but we’re alive.” 


Instead of lightening up at Tommy’s quip, Ranboo’s concern only grew. “Uh, well, I guess 
that’s good then. Because Eret’s looking for you,” he said, pointing at Wilbur. 


And just like that, the lingering heat in Wilbur’s veins turned to ice once again. “I- I mean, 
we’re both kind of injured,” he said, once again noticing the throbbing in his left hand. 
“Since it seems like things are wrapping up, can we just go back to the temple and tell Eret 
I'll speak with them tomorrow or something?” 


It was a pointless question to ask. Wilbur already knew the answer before he even noticed 
Ranboo stiffen. 


“They, uh, they were pretty insistent that if anyone sees you, to tell you to go talk to them,” 
Ranboo explained. 


Another monarch, another cage. Schlatt had been wrong about a lot of things, but Eret wasn’t 
one of them. 


Wilbur and Tommy shared a nervous look. A beat passed, and something in Ranboo’s 
expression shifted. Suddenly, he turned his back on them. 


“What are you doing?” Tommy asked. 

“Oh, y’know, just wandering around to see if I can find you guys,” Ranboo said, already 
walking away. “It’s pretty quiet out here though. I think I might go back inside and take 
another look around.” 

Oh. Oh. 

Ranboo wasn’t going to snitch. 


“Thank you,” Wilbur told him, grabbing Tommy’s hand to lead him into the garden. 


Opening the door to the palace again, Ranboo flashed them both a small smile. “See you guys 
at home.” 


“See you at home,” Wilbur called back. 


And then, Ranboo let the door shut behind him, leaving Wilbur and Tommy alone in the 
garden. 


Looking over his shoulder, Wilbur watched a column of smoke rise from the broken skylight, 
and wondered how long it would take Phil and Techno to find Schlatt there. If Schlatt would 
still be alive by the time they got to him, and if so, what he would say about the Pythia. 


Schlatt told him his grave had been dug the moment he stepped inside that palace for the first 
time. In a way, he supposed that was true. The Pythia’s grave of burning veils and melted 
jewelry, left to the mercy of the flames. 


“So, Wilbur began as they hobbled further into the gardens, ““where’d you park your bike?” 
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The rest of that night was a haze in Wilbur’s memory. 


Once they stumbled back into the temple, Wilbur’s hand throbbing and Tommy struggling to 
stand, Aimsey practically dragged them both into Ponk’s infirmary. When Ponk asked them 
both what happened, Tommy spoke before Wilbur could, telling Ponk he fell in water and 
nearly drowned but nothing else. In turn, Wilbur didn’t tell Ponk how he hurt his hand, just 
that he had a feeling he’d broken at least two of his fingers. 


The next morning, Wilbur woke up on a small infirmary cot with his left hand wrapped in 
something stiff. His eyes fluttered open, vision blurry as he took in the stone ceiling and 
harsh electric lights bouncing off the walls. Even if he hadn’t noticed the blur of magic over 
his vision, he would’ve been able to figure out that he fell asleep with his blindfold on by the 
headache pounding at his temples. 


Slowly, the memories from the night before trickled back into his mind like sand through a 
sieve. Smoke scratching his throat raw, the feeling of Schlatt’s blood coating his hands, 
screaming at the statue of Clara as he begged for any god that would listen to spare Tommy’s 
life—it was all there. It had all been real. 


Lifting his right hand above his head, Wilbur watched his tendons dance under the birds on 
his wrist. He let the memories settle on top of him like a weight. Let the reality sink into him. 
Schlatt was gone, and so was the Pythia. 


“Oh, you’re awake.” 


Turning his head to the left, Wilbur’s eyes first landed on Tommy. His face was covered in 
ash, giving his skin a pallor cast despite the fact that his chest was steadily rising up and 
down. Along with this, his eyes were shut, meaning that the voice hadn’t belonged to him. 


Wilbur lifted his eyes away from Tommy, and then realized who had noticed him waking up. 


Tubbo looked like he hadn’t slept in days. Dark circles hung under his eyes, his hair sticking 
up in strange directions. He was sitting next to Tommy’s bed, arms wrapped around his chest 
as his mismatched eyes flickered between Tommy and Wilbur. 


“Unfortunately,” Wilbur deadpanned, wincing as he fought his headache to sit up a little 
straighter. “Have you been here long?” 


His voice was rough, every word something he had to struggle to get out. It made his voice 
sound like a stranger’s. 


“Once Phil and Techno gave me the all clear and said I didn’t need to be at my computer 
anymore, yeah, I came straight here,” Tubbo answered, slumping over so his arms were 
resting on the edge of Tommy’s bed. 


“Have you slept? Like, at all?” Wilbur pushed, raising an eyebrow. 
Tubbo huffed. “Do I look that exhausted?” 


“Kinda,” Wilbur shrugged, biting back a curse when pain flashed through his left hand 
(which he could now see was wrapped in thick bandages). ““Where’s Ponk?” 


Gaze flitting to Wilbur’s hand, Tubbo winced in sympathy. “He’s over at Sam’s I think. And, 
uh, I think he said your hand’s a little fucked.” 


Thinking back to the water rushing over his head when he jumped into the Pool of Guidance 
after Tommy, Wilbur shrugged again. “Could be worse.” 


Snorting, Tubbo nodded. “Yeah, you could be dead, so I’m pretty glad you’re not.” 
At this, Wilbur raised an eyebrow. “Both of us?” He asked, gesturing to Tommy and himself. 


“Well, knowing Tommy you’re probably the only reason he got back here in one piece. So 
yeah, I’m glad for that,” Tubbo pointed out, his face unreadable as he met Wilbur’s blindfold. 
“Just, uh, thanks for doing what you said before and not letting Tommy get himself killed, 
Pythia.” 


Although Wilbur didn’t flinch at the title, the sound of it left a horrible taste in his mouth. He 
wasn’t the Pythia anymore. Never again. 


“That’s not-“ Wilbur hesitated, furrowing his brows. “You don’t need to thank me. Of course 
Pd keep him safe. But also I’d rather you not call me...” he trailed off, letting the unsaid title 
hang in the air. 


Tubbo blinked. “Oh, shit, okay. Cool. What should I call you instead then?” 


This time, it was almost too easy to let his name slip past his lips. “Wilbur. My name’s 
Wilbur.” 


Considering this for a moment, Tubbo nodded again. “Wilbur. Got it.” 
That was better. 


Then, before Tubbo could say anything else, Tommy shifted in his bed. He let out a loud 
groan, frowning as he dragged a hand down his face. 


His eyes blinked open. 


“Fucking Death below,” Tommy said, sounding like his vocal chords had been dragged over 
glass. “I feel like shit.” Looking to his left then, Tommy noticed Tubbo. “Oh, shit, hey 
Tubbo.” 


Tubbo grinned at him with all his teeth, but there was nothing friendly in the expression. “Hi 
Tommy.” 


Then, he lifted a hand and started smacking his arm. 
“You-” smack, “fucking-” smack, “dumbass!” Smack smack smack- 
{?2 


“Fuck off!” Tommy yelped, smacking Tubbo back. “The fuck’s wrong with you? 


Leaning back so he was out of arm reach from Tommy’s bed, Tubbo scowled. “What’s wrong 
with me? What’s wrong with you for going into a burning fucking building when you 
literally have malfunctioning lungs?!” 


“Oh shut up, Tubbo. I made it back alive, didn’t I?” 
“Barely!” Tubbo shot back. “You didn’t have to go! Someone else could’ve gone for you!” 


“Don’t be stupid, Tubbo. I had to get-” Tommy cut himself off, his eyes going wide. “Wait, 
where’s-” 


“Wilbur’s there,” Tubbo answered before Tommy could finish his sentence. 


“T’m right here,” Wilbur chimed in, wishing their beds were pushed closer together so he 
could rest a hand on Tommy’s shoulder. 


Tommy’s head snapped around, although the sudden movement made him wince. When his 
eyes met Wilbur’s blindfold though, Wilbur could practically see the wave of relief wash 
over him as he slumped back against his pillows. 


“Thank fuck,” he muttered, his eyes fluttering shut. 
Only for them to fly open again a moment later. 
“Wait, did you just call him Wilbur?” He asked, looking back at Tubbo. 


“It’s okay, Tom,” Wilbur cut in, practically able to see Tommy’s hackles raising. “I told him.’ 


“Oh.” Confusion flashed over Tommy’s face as he glanced between him and Tubbo, a small 
crease forming between his brows, but after another beat he shook his head and focused back 
on Tubbo. “Uh, alright. Anyway, so did we win?” 


Oh, yeah. Wilbur probably should’ve asked about the result of the coup first. 


“Duh. Do you really think I’d just be sitting here smacking the shit out of you if we didn’t?” 
Tubbo joked, grinning at Tommy. 


Tommy didn’t smile back. “Yes.” 


Tubbo’s smile faltered. “Fair point. Anyway, yeah, we won. Schlatt’s entire cabinet is in 
Eret’s custody now, and Eret’s going through the whole process of placing their commanders 
in Manberg’s military bases and all that shit,” he explained, leaning back in his seat. 


“Holy shit,” Tommy breathed. “So it’s over? Just like that?” 


“T guess so,” Tubbo shrugged like he was trying to be casual about the whole thing, although 
the relief on his face was as plain as day. 


Letting out a deep sigh, Tommy brought his hands up to his face again, and Wilbur could see 
him smiling through his fingers. “Fuck. Fuck. This is nuts. I never thought- I dunno, I guess I 
just didn’t think this would happen.” 


Neither did Wilbur. While a part of him wondered if he should’ve felt more at the realization 
that it was truly over, that Schlatt was gone and he wasn’t coming back, he couldn’t let 
himself sink into this new reality just yet. There was still another shoe waiting to drop. He 
could feel it. 


“Me neither,” Tubbo admitted, smiling now. “It’s pretty fucking surreal. I’m sure itll feel 
more, like, ‘wow this just happened’ once everyone else gets up. But for right now I think 
most of the others are passed out in their rooms still.” 


At this, Tommy dropped his hands from his face and frowned again. “Did, uh, Niki and Jack 
come back?” 


Wilbur tensed at the question. Tubbo didn’t seem to notice. 


“I’m pretty sure they did. They should both be in their rooms,” Tubbo explained. “Why? Do 
you wanna see them?” 


“No,” Tommy quickly said, shaking his head. “I just-” 


Before Tommy could continue, the door to the infirmary swung open, and two more familiar 
faces made their way inside. 


“Hey, mind if we interrupt?” Phil said, flashing both of them a small smile. 


Wilbur straightened up against his pillows, wincing when it sent another spike of pain 
through his head. “Phil, Techno, shit, are you guys okay?” 


Techno looked down at himself before raising an eyebrow at Wilbur. “I think we oughta be 
askin’ you that.” 


“Phil, Tech, we’re fine,” Tommy said, sounding wholly unconvincing with his ragged voice. 
“Tubbo said the coup was a success?” 


Phil glanced at Tubbo, as if only just now noticing him, before nodding. “It was. But there 
are some things we need to talk to the two of you about.” He gave Tubbo a pointed look. “In 
private.” 


“Well fine, fuck me I guess, it’s not like my best friend nearly died or anything-” 
“Quit being dramatic. Just give us twenty minutes,” Techno huffed as Tubbo got to his feet. 


Tubbo shot Techno a glare, before sparing one last look at Wilbur, and then Tommy. “Fine. I 
need to go check with Sam about something anyway.” 


With that, Tubbo hurried out of the room. Techno and Phil waited for him to go, standing like 
mirrors to one another with their arms folded over their chests. Then, the door shut behind 
Tubbo, and just like that the four of them were alone. 


Phil moved first. He walked over to Tommy’s bed, leaning over to hug him tight, holding the 
back of his head with his hand. 


“You did good,” Wilbur just barely heard him murmur to Tommy before he was pulling 
away. 


Wilbur’s eyes widened when he realized Phil was then moving towards his bed. He couldn’t 
help the warmth that flooded through him as Phil wrapped his arms around him, pulling him 
close in the same protective way he’d hugged Tommy. 


“You're okay, right, Wil?” Phil whispered in his ear. “I know it wasn’t easy going back to 
those pricks.” 


Sinking into the way Phil murmured his name, Wilbur shook his head. “I think I needed 
that,” he confessed, his voice muffled by Phil’s shirt. “I needed to confront all that shit so I 
could finally let it go.” 


“And you were able to let it go?” Phil asked, pulling back just enough to see Wilbur’s face. 


Wilbur blinked. “I- I think some of it will always be there in the back of my head, but I think 
for the most part, yeah. I was able to.” 


The warmth in Phil’s smile echoed like birdsong in his ears. “Good. I’m proud of you, 
Wilbur.” 


“You did good,” Techno chimed in, where he was sitting on the edge of Tommy’s bed as 
Tommy leaned against his shoulder. “But before we start restin’ on our laurels and all, we 
gotta go over some stuff.” 


The smile on Phil’s face faded as he nodded. ““Techno’s right. We gotta go over some stuff 
now that the dust is starting to settle.” He pulled away from Wilbur completely, gesturing to a 
place on the edge of his own hospital cot. “Is it alright if I sit here, mate?” 


Wilbur nodded. “Of course.” 


Once Phil settled down, Wilbur ignored the pain in his head as he shifted on the bed so they 
were sitting side by side, facing Techno and Tommy. 


“Okay, so first off to get this out of the way,” Phil began, looking between Tommy and 
Wilbur, “Schlatt’s out of the way. We’re not sure if he died in the palace or if he escaped, but 
he won’t last long out there even if he did. He’s the most recognizable man in the country, 
after all.” 


Wilbur remembered the feeling of pushing Schlatt further down on the spike that impaled 
him. He thought about the blood on his hands, and the way Schlatt screamed like he was 


prey. 

“No, Schlatt’s dead,” Wilbur said, staring at his lap. “He didn’t escape.” 

There was a pregnant pause as the weight of Phil and Techno’s stares fell on him. 
“And you know this how?” Techno asked, a quiet insistence sitting behind his words. 
I made sure he couldn t escape. 


It should’ve been easy to say. It’s not like Phil and Techno would judge him for it. If 
anything, they would praise him. Reassure him that he did what he had to do. That this was 
for the good of everyone. 


But despite all the bitterness Wilbur held inside of him for Schlatt, there was still a part of 
him that mourned the friendship they could’ve had. The twelve year old Pythia and the 
fifteen year old heir. They had been children, and so many things could’ve happened 
differently. 


Wilbur killed Schlatt. Either by pushing him further into the metal that impaled him, or by 
showing him his eyes. A self-fulfilling prophecy, or a divine one. One of the two did him in. 
That much Wilbur was sure of. 


But Wilbur didn’t want to say it out loud. Because when he did, that made it real. Phil and 
Techno would know, and they would never not know that side of him again. 


Right now, Tommy was the only person who had seen that side of Wilbur. Regardless of how 
much he trusted Phil and Techno, he’d chosen Tommy as his brother, and Tommy had chosen 
him. A brother to bear witness to these ugly pieces of himself, and to keep them secret all the 
same. No one else needed to hear it. 


Wilbur stayed quiet. Tommy did too. 
The seconds ticked on. Then, a minute. Finally, Phil said. 
“Fine. If you don’t want to talk about it, we’ll take your word for it.” 


Lifting his head, Wilbur raised his eyebrows at Phil in surprise. Understanding his surprised 
look even with the blindfold, Phil reached out to pat his shoulder, before focusing back on the 
conversation at hand. 


“Anyway, so yeah, Schlatt’s not a concern anymore. Everything went about as smoothly as it 
could on our part, so how did things go on your end?” Phil continued, glancing between 
them. 


Wilbur and Tommy shared a look, and after a beat, Wilbur dipped his head in deference to 
Tommy. 


“Um, so basically I went and got Wilbur from his room like we planned. Took out the guards 
and all that shit,” Tommy began, wringing his hands in his lap. “On our way out though, we 
ran into some guards and I got pinned. This weirdo priest tried to fuck with Wil’s head, but 
then, uh-” Tommy hesitated, taking a breath before continuing. “Niki and Jack showed up. 
Wil tackled the guard pinning me, then Niki and Jack took them out for us. Then we tried to 
go to the escape route we planned, but the fire was blocking the stairs so we had to go a 
different way.” 


As Tommy recounted the night, Wilbur found himself gripping the stiff bedsheets with his 
good hand. He held his breath as Tommy got to the Pool of Guidance, waiting for him to tell 
Phil and Techno about Jack’s murder attempt. About how Niki held Wilbur back from going 
to help him. 


Tommy tensed. 


“We... We were all standing by the pool, and I started coughing really badly because of the 
smoke and stuff. And then part of the fucking ceiling collapsed, and-” he hesitated, looking 
up at Wilbur for a long moment. “And my lungs seized up again, so I fell in the pool. Wilbur 
jumped in after me, while Niki and Jack ran to get out, so we got separated after that.” 


...what? 


Even with the blindfold on, Wilbur knew Tommy could feel his disbelieving stare. Tommy 
glanced at Wilbur from the corner of his eye, silently begging Wilbur not to say anything. 


Wilbur wanted to. Fuck, he really wanted to tell Phil and Techno the truth of what happened. 
But he knew that for some reason, Tommy didn’t want them to know. And considering 


Tommy was the one who died and came back, he was the one who got to make that decision. 
Not Wilbur. 


So Wilbur bit back his words, and forced himself to listen to the lie Tommy came up with. 
“Shit, you fell into water while your lungs were overwhelmed?” Phil asked. 

Tommy nodded. “It fucking sucked. Pretty sure I inhaled enough water to fill a bathtub.” 
“But you were alright?” Techno asked, narrowing his eyes. 


Again, Tommy’s eyes flickered to Wilbur’s blindfold. On his lap, his hand curled in and out 
of a fist, and Wilbur could tell he was debating what he wanted to tell Phil and Techno. Dread 
rose in the back of Wilbur’s throat as he wondered what they would say if they knew what 
he’d done to save Tommy. If they knew how he ripped Tommy out of Kristin’s realm. 


Another beat ticked by. Tommy nodded. 


“I passed out I think, but then I woke up outside the pool and coughed up a shit ton of water. 
Wilbur pulled me out just in time,” Tommy lied, looking back at Phil. 


Letting out a breath of relief, Phil reached across the gap between the beds to rest a hand on 
Tommy’s arm. “Kristin was protecting you. I’m sure of it.” 


Tommy’s jaw clenched. “Yeah,” he forced out between his teeth. “I think she was.” 


Squeezing Tommy’s arm one last time, Phil then let go as he straightened back up. “So you 
two escaped after that?” 


This time, Tommy looked to Wilbur to speak. He supposed it was only fair. Tommy got to 
speak on his own confrontation with death, while Wilbur spoke about his confrontation with 
Schlatt. 


“Before we could escape we ran into Schlatt,” Wilbur said, dropping his eyes to his lap. “He 
and I argued a bit, but then-” he paused, thinking about brothers and witnesses and Schlatt’s 
scream of pain. “He didn’t follow us when we ran to the ground floor.” 


The unsaid parts of Wilbur’s story felt so much louder than what he did say. He could feel 
them hanging above his head, plain for Phil, Techno, and anyone else with eyes to see. But 
they didn’t truly know what happened. No one except Tommy would ever know that. 


Silence fell over the four. Wilbur’s eyes skimmed over the birds intertwined on his wrist, 
while Tommy twisted his fingers into the blankets beneath him. 


“Okay. I’m glad you both made it back safely,” Phil finally said after a minute, the strange 
note in his voice making it obvious that he knew they weren’t telling him everything. 


“Agreed,” Techno nodded, his bright eyes meeting Phil’s across the space between the beds. 
“There’s another issue we have to deal with now though.” 


Furrowing his brows, Wilbur looked up to glance between Phil and Techno, and felt the dread 
curl tighter around his throat when he saw their expressions. 


“What is it?” He asked, getting the feeling he already knew what they were going to say. 
Letting out a sigh, Phil turned to meet Wilbur’s blindfold. “Eret’s looking for you.” 
Fuck. They were still looking for Wilbur, just like the night before. 


“T’m guessing it’s not just for a, “hey glad you made it out of the burning palace alive’ kind of 
chat?” Wilbur asked, trying to make a joke but sounding just a little too fragile to make it 
work. 


Techno shook his head. “No. They want you back at the palace to resume your duties.” 


“Because,” Phil continued, “they say there’s no reason for you not to return now that 
Schlatt’s been deposed.” 


Despite the fact that Wilbur already knew this was what Eret wanted, he couldn’t help but jolt 
at the ice cold fear that shot through him hearing that. It was exactly what Schlatt said would 
happen. Eret wasn’t going to let the Pythia slip through their fingers again. At least not 
without a fight. 


“No,” Wilbur said, curling in on himself as he shook his head. “No I- I’m not going back. I 
won’t go back to being the Pythia. I can’t.” 


“Fuck that. You’re not going back,” Tommy snapped, before raising a challenging brow at 
Phil. “Right?” 


To Wilbur’s relief, Phil immediately nodded. ““We’d never make you go back, Wil. Not if you 
didn’t want to.” 


Taking a moment to breathe, Wilbur ran his fingers through his hair before looking up to 
meet Phil and Techno’s faces again. “Okay. That’s good.” He straightened back up. “So what 
do we do about Eret then?” 


“Well, Pm sure you already figured this, but we can’t exactly tell them to fuck off,” Techno 
huffed, pushing a strand of hair out of his face. “Eret might not know where this temple is, 
but considerin’ we just kinda helped hand them the government, they have access to every 
camera in the city. Thanks to our agreement with Eret we’ll be able to leave the temple 
without the risk of being arrested, but you won’t.” 


“And that’s if Eret maintains our agreement in the wake of the Pythia’s absence,” Phil 
continued. “Even if we try to say you aren’t with us, they’re not a fool. They’ll suspect us of 
harboring you, and they very well could make our lives more of a living hell than Schlatt ever 
did.” 


Wilbur tensed. As much as he didn’t want the Deathlings to get on Eret’s bad side because 
they refused to hand him over, at the same time, he was done being treated as a pawn for 


others to move around the board at their whim. He wasn’t going to let himself go back to the 
palace. The Pythia had died there last night, and Wilbur wanted him to stay dead. 


Before Wilbur could spiral into a panic though, Techno picked up Phil’s thread of the 
conversation with, “There’s another option though.” 


“What is it?” Wilbur asked. 

“Easy,” Techno said, looking between him and Tommy. “You leave Manberg.” 
Oh. 

Oh. 


“It wouldn’t be for forever,” Phil quickly jumped in, like he was already expecting both 
Wilbur and Tommy to argue. “Just a few years. Wait for things to calm down, let Eret think 
you died in the palace or some bullshit like that. We’ll get shit on our end figured out, and 
once the dust has settled, you come back and start over.” 


Leaving. It was such a simple solution that it felt like it was too good to be true. He couldn’t 
just hop on a train and leave Manberg’s borders behind. A camera would spot him. A cop 
would question him. He didn’t have papers. He’d never known anything but this country. 


Suddenly, it felt like ice cold water was dunked over his head as he realized the most obvious 
reason he couldn’t leave. 


“Tommy- I’m not-” He shook his head, not wanting to think about how after everything 
they’d gone through, if Wilbur left he would be alone again. It was like that riddle: if a tree 
fell in the forest but no one was around to hear it, did it make a sound? If Wilbur was alone, 
was he even Wilbur? Would the sense of identity he’d pieced together with his own blood, 
sweat, and tears break apart all over again? 


“Hey, Wil, calm down.” Tommy’s voice cut through his panic, and suddenly he was reaching 
across the gap between their beds. Then, cool metal fingers wrapped around his own. “Don’t 
be a fucking dumbass. You’d get yourself killed out there without me.” 


Oh. Tommy would go with him. Of course. 


It was almost worrying how quickly his panic faded learning that Tommy would go with him 
if he left Manberg. He squeezed Tommy’s hand and nodded. 


“You're such a prick,” he muttered, although he knew Tommy would understand what he 
meant. 


Tommy snorted. “I’m not a prick if it’s true. You’re still nowhere near my level of wisdom 
when it comes to surviving in the real world.” 


Rolling his eyes, Wilbur squeezed Tommy’s hand one more time before letting go so Tommy 
could stop leaning so far out. “I’m still older than you, but sure, P1 let you keep thinking 
that.” He then glanced back at Phil, before his eyes flickered to Techno. Neither one of them 


seemed surprised in the slightest by the fact that Tommy was going to go with him. “So when 
do we leave?” 


“Well, you can’t leave yet because I think Ponk will throw one of Sam’s wrenches at my head 
if I let you two walk out of this infirmary without his say so,” Phil said, glancing at the door. 
“But we have to do this as soon as you’ve recovered. Understandably, a lot of people are 
fleeing Manberg now that it’s being forcibly annexed by another country. The borders are a 
shitfest right now, meaning that this is one of the best opportunities you’ ll have for skating 
through with forged papers.” 


“But it won’t last long,” Techno added. “As soon as Eret gets a foothold here in the capital, 
they’re going to lock things down. I’ve already asked Quackity to contact his forger for both 
of you, so things should be ready as soon as Ponk gives you the all clear.” 


“Sounds good to me!” Tommy exclaimed, wincing when his hoarse voice cracked from 
speaking too loud. “So what do we do till then?” 


“You need to rest,” Phil said, giving Tommy a tired smile as he pushed to his feet. “Sam’s 
working on some things for you, so you need to keep up your strength as much as possible. 
Techno and I will handle the papers and the tickets and all that shit, got it?” 


Wilbur and Tommy nodded in sync, and Techno snorted as he followed Phil to the door. 


“Start thinkin’ up new last names. If you don’t I’m letting Quackity’s forger pick them out for 
you,” Techno said, holding the door open for Phil. 


And with a final head nod, Phil and Techno both left the infirmary, letting the door slam shut 
behind them. 
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Not too long after Phil and Techno left, Ponk came back and checked over both Wilbur and 
Tommy. While Tommy’s lungs seemed to be recovering as best they could, when Ponk 
prodded at Wilbur’s broken fingers and asked if he could feel anything, a tight ball formed in 
his chest when he had to answer that he couldn’t. Although Ponk didn’t give anything away, 
Wilbur had a feeling that wasn’t a good sign. 


Tommy fell back asleep not long after that, while Wilbur dozed in the space between. The 
hours blurred together. Wilbur watched through half-lidded eyes as Ponk shuffled around the 
infirmary, organizing drawers and sterilizing counters. Tubbo came back after a while, this 
time with Aimsey and Ranboo in tow, but Tommy was passed out by then and Wilbur 
decided to feign the same so as not to further exacerbate the headache pounding behind his 
eyes. 


Night fell. Tommy woke up, and Ponk gave them both bowls of soup from the cafeteria and 
ordered them to eat before saying he was going back to his room for the night. 


As soon as Ponk was gone, Tommy climbed out of his bed, soup bowl shaking in his hands as 
he clambered up next to Wilbur. Since Ponk wasn’t going to be coming back anytime soon, 


Wilbur tugged his blindfold off to stave off the lingering headache, and the two sat shoulder 
to shoulder as they finished their dinner. 


While a part of Wilbur knew they should start talking about their plans for when they left— 
where they were going to go, what they were going to do—he was still exhausted from the 
events of the night before. Or maybe it would be more accurate to say he was exhausted from 
the events of the past year. 


So much happened. So many things changed. It weighed down on him, pushing him further 
and further into the floor. He wanted nothing more than to sleep for the next week straight, 
but he knew they couldn’t do that yet. He couldn’t rest until they were both out of Manberg, 
far away from Eret’s reach. 


That didn’t mean they had to talk about it yet though. For now, he and Tommy could eat in a 
comfortable silence. 


Well, almost silent. 


As soon as Wilbur had drained the last of his soup from his bowl, the sound of voices echoed 
from outside the infirmary room door. It didn’t sound like anyone who had visited him and 
Tommy so far, and they weren’t coming closer. 


But the voices didn’t go away either. The words were impossible to decipher, but there was 
something worried in their tones. Something... scared. 


Tommy frowned and gave Wilbur a questioning look. Wilbur held a finger to his lips, setting 
his bowl to the side as he tied his blindfold around his head again. Then, he pushed to his 
feet, Tommy following close behind as they crept towards the door. 


Wilbur cracked it open. Tommy ducked under his arm to peek his head through. 
Immediately, Wilbur’s eyes fell on the last two people he wanted to see in the temple today. 


Niki and Jack were standing outside the entrance to Niki’s tattoo parlor. Niki had gone silent, 
eyes wide as she stared at Wilbur’s blindfold. Jack, meanwhile, had his back turned to the 
infirmary. He was complaining loudly—something about still being able to taste the smoke 
from the palace—until he noticed Niki’s silence and froze. 


Glancing over his shoulder, Jack shrieked when he saw Wilbur and Tommy standing in the 
doorway. 


“WHAT THE FUCK?!” He yelped, stumbling over his feet as he ducked behind Niki. His 
mismatched eyes were as wide as saucers as he looked at Tommy, crouching down like Niki 
was his human shield. “Oh god, fuck, I’m being haunted. We’re both being fucking haunted! 
Niki what the hell do we-” 


“We’re not dead,” Wilbur said, cutting Jack off. 


Jack’s mouth snapped shut, eyes darting between both him and Tommy. If the situation had 
been any less tense, if the last time he’d seen Niki and Jack hadn’t been right after Jack’s 


murder attempt, Wilbur might’ve laughed. Because in a way, he could see why Jack thought 
they were ghosts. They were both dressed in white hospital gowns, deathly pale with their 
hair covered in soot. Tommy had such dark circles under his eyes, it made his entire face look 
sunken in. 


But neither of them were dead. Not anymore. 


A beat ticked by. Then, another. Although Jack continued to look between Wilbur and 
Tommy, Niki’s eyes hadn’t moved from Wilbur since she spotted him. 


“You... You’re okay,” Niki said, her tone unreadable. 


“Okay’s a strong way to put it,” Tommy told her, his voice sounding even worse than it had 
this morning after all the talking he’d done today. 


Niki flinched at the hoarseness. Jack stepped out from behind Niki’s back, although he 
continued to eye them both warily, like they were going to leap at him at any moment. 


“Look, I-” 


Niki took a step forward, and panic seized Wilbur as he thought back to the feeling of her 
arms holding him back. Without thinking, he shoved Tommy behind him, heart pounding as 
he stared at the girl he used to call his friend. 


Hurt flashed through Niki’s eyes, but she didn’t move forward again. Wilbur glared at her as 
she shrunk back, and this time Niki avoided meeting his blindfold. 


Meanwhile, Jack froze in place. His eyes wouldn’t leave Tommy’s. 


“I didn’t tell Phil and Techno what happened,” Tommy said, wincing at the way the air 
scraped against his vocal chords. “Are we even now? Since I tried to kill you, and now 
you’ve tried to kill me?” 


Jack clenched his jaw, a hundred different emotions playing across his face before nodding 
once. 


“Yeah. I think we can be even, Tom.” 


Taking an unsteady breath, Tommy shuffled further behind Wilbur. Despite the blindfold 
hiding his eyes, Wilbur knew Niki would be able to feel his glare through the fabric. 


“T’m still not going to trust either of you,” Wilbur said, stepping back into the infirmary. 
“Okay. I get that.” Niki’s voice was soft, and laced with pain. “I’m glad you’re okay though.” 


Niki was talking to Wilbur more than to Tommy. Still, Wilbur didn’t bother giving her a 
response as he slammed the door to the infirmary shut with a little more force than necessary. 
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Four days was all they got for recovery. 


Four days for Tommy’s lungs to finally get that upgrade Sam had been building for months. 
Four days for Ponk to tell Wilbur his fingers would have permanent nerve damage from the 
burns and breaks, but that Sam had a few spare prosthetics laying around if he wanted an 
alternative. 


Back in his room, Wilbur stared at the purple metal now meshed with his skin. While his 
entire left hand had been burnt, his pinky and ring fingers had taken the brunt of the injuries, 
so those were the two that had been replaced. 


Like all the prosthetics Sam built, rows of flowers and vines were intricately carved into the 
deep purple metal. The fingers shimmered faintly with enchantments, almost making the 
carvings look like they were moving even though they were still. 


The prosthetics were strange. It was strange to fold his hands together, and feel cool metal 
lined up with the skin. It was strange how they moved exactly like the fingers that had been 
there before, but he kept thinking there was a slight delay between what he wanted the 
prosthetics to do and what they actually did. It was strange how he could feel sensation in the 
prosthetics, but it was different than the sensations he felt in his non-prosthetic fingers—more 
distant, almost. 


It wasn’t a bad kind of strange. Just... different. 


Holding both his hands palms up in front of him, Wilbur was reminded of the scars that used 
to litter his skin. The scars on his palms that were smoothed away the first time he was 
brought to the palace. How his hands were turned into those of the Pythia. Unmarked, 
unflawed. 


Now his hands were more flawed than ever before. Ink birds were caught in an eternal 
struggle between life and death on his right. Burn scars and metal fingers marred his left. 
These were not the hands of the Pythia. These were Wilbur’s. 


After staring at his hands for another few moments, Wilbur shifted his focus back to the task 
at hand. Packing his clothes. 


The duffel bag Techno had given him could only hold so much, but it’s not like Wilbur had a 
lot of belongings in the first place, so it was more than enough. He went back to folding the 
many sweaters and pullovers the Deathlings had given him, placing them in the bag 
alongside a few pairs of sweatpants and joggers, cargo pants and overalls, and a few t-shirts 
shoved in as well. 


The clothing he was wearing today had been a coat he knew he wouldn’t be able to fit in his 
bag—it was long, the fabric somewhere between gold and orange, falling down to his calves 
and patterned in a way that reminded Wilbur of an oil spill. Underneath he wore a pale 
yellow sweatshirt and a pair of brown cargo pants. It was all things he hadn’t worn outside to 
lessen the chance of the cameras recognizing him. 


After placing his patchwork-colored sweater on top of the pile in his bag, Wilbur turned back 
for the next item, only to pause when his eyes caught on a square of silver metal. Brows 
furrowing, he reached for it, noting how strange it was that his prosthetic fingers could barely 
feel how cool the metal was compared to his non-prosthetic ones. 


It was the mirror Phil had given him. The one he’d thrown across the room the first time he 
looked in it, because he hadn’t been able to recognize the reflection as his own. 


This time, he didn’t hesitate as he opened the mirror. 


His eyes weren’t empty anymore. That was the first thing Wilbur thought as he looked into 
the dark brown. Back at the palace, while his eyes hadn’t been empty, the reflection still 
hadn’t felt quite like his own. It was closer though, and that was what he needed to go 
through with what he’d gone to the palace to do. 


Wilbur’s reflection had changed again since then. Although he’d resisted Techno’s urging to 
dye his hair a completely different color as a safety measure against the cameras, he’d agreed 
to dye a few front strands of his hair a deep, almost metallic shade of gold. While it didn’t 
look bad, he’d never dyed his hair before and was startled by the change, even if it was 
minor. 


Despite this though, Wilbur recognized himself. He recognized the dark eyes staring out at 
him under the brown and gold fringe. He recognized the faint freckles scattered across the 
bridge of his nose. He recognized the small smile he hadn’t even realized he was wearing. 


A knock at the door between his and Tommy’s rooms startled him out of his thoughts. Wilbur 
pocketed the mirror as he went back to folding his clothes. 


“Come on in!” He called out. 


Tommy heaved open the door, stumbling over to Wilbur’s bed and collapsing onto the thin 
mattress face first. 


“T’m so fucking tired of packing,” he groaned into Wilbur’s pillow. 


Rolling his eyes at Tommy’s dramatics, Wilbur looked over at the head of light brown hair 
shoved into his pillow. Unlike Wilbur, Tommy didn’t have an issue with dyeing his hair. 
When Wilbur pointed out how the color Tommy chose was suspiciously close to Wilbur’s 
own, Tommy denied that it was on purpose and said it had been way darker in the bottle. 


Wilbur didn’t believe him. He had a feeling Tommy knew that. 


“You're literally only just taking a bag. How much packing can it be?” Wilbur asked as he 
shoved the last t-shirt inside his own. 


“It’s not the packing itself, dumbass,” Tommy huffed, his voice muffled. “It’s sorting through 
all my shit and figuring out what I can take.” 


“What, torn between red jacket number four and five?” Wilbur teased. 


Without saying a word, Tommy lifted the pillow out from under his head and chucked it at 
Wilbur’s face. Wilbur yelped, batting the pillow away, and Tommy flipped him off as he sat 
back up on the edge of the blankets. 


“You’re one to talk. How many yellow shirts are you bringing?” 


Wilbur scowled. “Only two. The one I’m wearing, and a darker sweater in the bag,” he said, 
leaning over to zip up the duffel. 


“Well I’m only bringing one red jacket, so fuck you,” Tommy shot back. “And I’m not even 
wearing it today.” 


Glancing over his shoulder again, Wilbur noticed Tommy was wearing a dark green jacket 
he’d never seen before. It was slightly oversized—almost falling to Tommy’s knees, with a 
high collar and plenty of pockets. Besides that, Wilbur could just make out the collar of a 
white t-shirt underneath, along with the same black cargo pants Tommy usually wore around 
the temple. 


It was a far cry from the either all black ensembles or the bright colors Tommy usually wore 
when he went out. Combined with his newly brown hair, it was like he was an entirely 
different person. Again, a way of making sure they looked like anyone but themselves. 


Laughter drying up inside of him, Wilbur glanced between his duffel and Tommy. After a 
minute, he asked, “Do you really think this is gonna work?” 


Tommy blinked, the frown on his face smoothing out as he brought his knees to his chest. “I 
don’t know. But we’re not gonna know till we try, right?” 


Tommy was right. There was no way to know if this plan would work until they were at the 
station, getting in line to board the train. If this went wrong, Wilbur would end up back at the 
palace, and Tommy would most likely be arrested. If they were lucky, Phil might be able to 
negotiate with Eret for Tommy’s release. 


But Wilbur... Wilbur would be back in his cage. And Eret would no doubt take measures to 
make sure their singing bird couldn’t escape again. 


Even thinking about it made his chest tight with panic, but Wilbur shoved it down. The plan 
would either work or it wouldn’t. There wasn’t any use in worrying about it until they were 
there. 


Instead, Wilbur found himself meeting Tommy’s eyes again, noticing the dark circles that 
were almost as obvious as his own. His voice had fully recovered from the smoke inhalation, 
and there was no longer a subtle wheeze to his breathing since Sam had upgraded his lungs. 
Still though, Tommy had been quieter than he usually was the past few days. Yes, he was still 
throwing his usual jokes and barbs out, but they were off in a way Wilbur couldn’t explain. 
Like there was something forced about them. 


Right now, despite his reassuring words, Tommy looked worn down. 


“You're doing okay, right?” Wilbur suddenly asked, raising an eyebrow at him. 


Tommy frowned. “Uh, as fine as I can be I guess since we’re literally gonna flee the country 
in a few hours.” 


Wilbur considered this for a moment, eyes flickering over Tommy’s face. “No, there’s 
something else.” 


Blinking, Tommy looked away from Wilbur’s stare. A beat ticked by. Then another. 


“Why didn’t you tell Phil what happened with Kristin?” Wilbur then asked, moving over to 
the bed. 


Grimacing, Tommy refused to meet Wilbur’s eyes this time as he sat down next to him on the 
blankets. “What does it matter? We’re leaving anyway.” 


“It matters because I can tell that whole thing is bothering you,” Wilbur explained, wrapping 
an arm around Tommy’s shoulders. “Phil has been your guide for this stuff pretty much your 
whole life. Why won’t you ask him why she wasn’t there for you when you died?” 


Squeezing his eyes shut, Tommy let out a long breath from his nose. “Because I already 
know what he’s going to say,” he admitted, resting his chin on his knees. “He’s going to say 
it’s because she knew you were bringing me back so she didn’t want to grab me since it 
wasn’t my time yet, or that the fucking curse had something to do with it, or something else 
explaining it all like it’s totally fine and that she had good reason for it.” 


Blinking, Wilbur then asked, “You want to be angry with her, don’t you?” 


“T- I don’t know if I’d say I wanna be angry. It’s just-” Tommy paused, searching for his 
words. “Phil’s going to have an explanation, but that’s not really what I care about. I don’t 
give a shit about why. I’m pissed that I was left alone in that darkness for so fucking long.” 
His voice cracked, and Wilbur tightened the arm around his shoulders. “I was shouting for 
her, begging her to come get me. And she just didn’t show up. I was alone. And all I could 
think was that I was going to be stuck like that for the rest of eternity.” 


Wilbur sucked in a sharp breath. But before he could say anything, Tommy continued. 


“I’m sure she had her reasons. Kristin always has her reasons. But it doesn’t change the fact 
that I died, and I was fucking terrified. Phil always told me I shouldn’t be afraid of death 
because Kristin would take care of me, but then I did and she wasn’t there.” He blinked 
quickly, leaning into Wilbur’s side. “She hasn’t answered my prayers in months. And now it’s 
like I can’t feel her at all.” 


Suddenly, understanding dawned over him. “And you don’t want Phil to find out.” 


Tommy shook his head. “I don’t want him to think I did something to make Kristin abandon 
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me. 


“Tommy, I don’t think he’d think that,” Wilbur tried to reassure him. 


“But he could,” Tommy argued. “He could think that, and I just- I don’t want him to.” 


With that, Tommy slumped into Wilbur’s side and Wilbur rested his chin on top of the now 
brown curls under his head. “Alright. You don’t have to tell him anything you don’t want to.” 


Nodding, Tommy fell silent for a minute. Wilbur waited, rubbing small circles into Tommy’s 
back as he let the boy collect himself. 


Although shudders were running up and down Tommy’s spine, his voice was steadier when 
he eventually said, “I just want time to figure out my thoughts and stuff. About Kristin.” 


“Well, it’s a good thing we’re leaving the country then. You’ll have plenty of time to figure it 
out then,” Wilbur tried to joke, although it was weak. 


Even still, Wilbur could feel Tommy smile against his arm. “You think I'll have time for that 
bullshit between us apartment hunting and coming up with fake backstories?” 


Wilbur snorted. “I can help you schedule your religious crisis. I’m pretty experienced with 
those.” 


“Oh fuck, if I’m taking pointers from you I’m gonna be dealing with this for the next 
decade,” Tommy said, straightening up to flash Wilbur a shit eating grin. 


Dropping his arm from Tommy’s shoulders, Wilbur reached up to flick his forehead. 
“Asshole.” 


Squawking in protest, Tommy smacked Wilbur’s hand away. When Tommy then reached up 
to try and hit him back, Wilbur lurched out of the way, reaching for his bag and pushing to 
his feet before Tommy even got the chance to sit up again. 


“Go get your bag. I think we need to head out soon,” Wilbur said, gesturing for Tommy to go 
back to his room. 


Grumbling under his breath, Tommy got to his feet and stalked back to the shared door 
between their rooms. As he passed by Wilbur though, his arm darted out, and Wilbur yelped 
when a flash of pain bloomed in his side. 


“Oh you fucker!” Wilbur snapped. 
Tommy’s cackle was the only reply he got. 


Now alone in his room again, Wilbur looked around, wondering if this was the last time he’d 
ever see it. He tilted his head back, staring at the colorful swirls of paint streaked across the 
ceiling. Then, he stared at the wall behind his bed, knowing hundreds upon hundreds of 
skulls were sitting just beyond a few feet of stone. The city of the dead with its underground 
sky. 


Hopefully, Wilbur would get to a place where he could see real stars. Ones that weren’t 
blotted out by thousands of holograms and skyscrapers. Although he didn’t have much of a 
preference for where he and Tommy ended up, if he had one thing in mind it was that. 


Tommy came back in after a few minutes with a bag over his shoulder, looking significantly 
more subdued than he had been before. Wilbur suspected he had his own private goodbye 
with the room he’d grown up in. 


After tying his blindfold back around his eyes, Wilbur headed out into the hallway, Tommy 
following close behind. 


They didn’t run into anyone on the way to the temple’s main chamber. Wilbur almost found 
this suspicious, until they spotted the group gathered near the front entrance. 


Of course Phil and Techno were there, with Phil glancing between the door and his own feet, 
while Techno tossed two data chips between his hands. Behind them, Tubbo, Aimsey, 
Ranboo, Ponk, and even Sam were waiting as well. Tubbo was whispering something to 
Ranboo, while Aimsey was deep in discussion with Ponk, pointing to their leg with Ponk 
nodding intently. Sam stood off to the side looking uncomfortable, and Wilbur wondered why 
he decided to come say goodbye in the first place. 


No Niki and Jack. Wilbur wasn’t sure whether to be hurt or relieved. 


As their footsteps echoed off the chamber walls, all the heads in the group snapped over to 
them. Wilbur resisted the urge to shy away, instead nodding at the others as they joined the 
group by the door. 


“Good, you’re here. I was worried you might miss your train,” Phil said, eyes flitting 
nervously between them. 


Techno huffed. “Phil, chill, they got plenty of time.” 


Rolling his eyes, Phil took a step towards Tommy. “I know. You know me, I’m just 
paranoid.” He reached out to push a hand through Tommy’s hair, eyes narrowing slightly at 
the darker color. “Surprised you didn’t go for something more...” 


“Obnoxious?” Tommy suggested. 
Phil snorted. “Yeah, guess that’s one way to put it.” 


Tommy shrugged, leaning into Phil’s hand. “Nah, you gotta maintain that shit way more. Too 
much work. Techno told me this’ II stick till my roots start growing out.” 


Raising an eyebrow, Phil glanced between both Wilbur and Tommy’s hair, no doubt noticing 
how similar the shades were now. He then met Wilbur’s eyes through the blindfold, and the 
two of them shared a knowing smile before Phil focused back on Tommy. 


“Suppose it’s smarter that way.” He dropped his hand from Tommy’s hair before looking 
back at Wilbur. “Yours turned out really nice, and I think it’ll actually work pretty well as a 
disguise because it’s less ‘expected’ and all that.” 


Wilbur snorted. “You don’t have to bullshit me. I know I’m taking a risk with it.” 


Phil shrugged. “You’ll probably be fine, mate. Brown hair isn’t exactly uncommon, 
y know?” 


“Brown hair no. Six foot five guys with brown hair wearing a blindfold are a bit less 
common,” Wilbur pointed out, trying to ignore the genuine anxiety buzzing under his skin as 
he laid out how risky this whole thing was. 


“Actually-” Sam suddenly cut in, startling Wilbur who had forgotten he was here, “I thought 
about that too, and I have something for you.” 


Frowning, Wilbur glanced at Tommy, before looking back at Sam to see that, no, Sam meant 
him. “You have something for me?” 


Sam nodded, Phil moving back so Sam could hand Wilbur... a pair of goggles? 


The goggle frames were bright gold, the sides patterned with delicate swirls. There was a 
black adjustable strap that looked decently comfortable, while the lenses themselves were a 
shade between orange and red and solid as a mirror. 


“Like you pointed out, the blindfold isn’t exactly subtle. I don’t keep up with trends, but I’ve 
seen people your age wearing goggles like these before so I figured they could work as an 
alternative,” Sam explained, avoiding looking at Wilbur’s face as he did so. 


“You... You wouldn’t be able to see my eyes through these? Not even a little bit?” Wilbur 
asked, turning the goggles over in his hands. “Because if there’s even the slightest bit of 
visibility-” 


“Trust me, I’ve been sourcing the glass for these lenses for a while now to make sure there 
wouldn’t be any risk. No one will be able to see through them.” 


Holy shit. 


With these, Wilbur wouldn’t have to wear the blindfold anymore. In a way, that damned 
blindfold was the last piece of the Pythia he still had to hold onto. He hated looking into a 
mirror with it on, because it only reminded him of the past he wanted to leave behind. But 
without the blindfold... the only thing left in the mirror would be Wilbur. 


“Thank you, Sam,” Wilbur breathed, staring at the goggles in awe. “Seriously man, this 
means so fucking much.” 


Sam looked uncomfortable as he shrugged. “Just make sure to stay alive and to not break my 
handiwork,” he said, gesturing to Wilbur’s prosthetic fingers. 


Behind Sam, Wilbur noticed Ponk roll his eyes. 


“Shit! These are so cool!” Tommy suddenly cut in, grabbing the goggles out of his hands. 
“These are so much better than your lame ass blindfold. You gotta try them on!” 


Biting back a laugh, Wilbur gestured for Tommy to hold onto the goggles for a moment as he 
squeezed his eyes shut and took off his blindfold. Only after the fabric was sitting in the palm 


of his hand did he realize that this was probably the first time the others were seeing his full 
face, and it almost made him smile realizing how little that meant to him now. 


Keeping his eyes shut, he shoved the blindfold in his coat pocket before holding his hand out 
for the goggles. Tommy placed them in his palm, and Wilbur struggled with the strap for a 
moment before sliding them over his face. He tightened it until he was sure they weren’t 
going to fall off, and then he opened his eyes. 


Unlike the blindfold, no magic was needed to let Wilbur see through these. Although the 
world had been painted with shades of red, there was no more blurring, and he could already 
feel the tension behind his eyes fading away. 


He blinked a few times, readjusting the goggles a bit so they sat more comfortably on his 
face. Once they were settled though, he looked down at Tommy and raised an eyebrow. 


“What do you think?” 


“You look fucking stupid,” Tommy quipped, although Wilbur could tell by his grin what he 
really meant. 


“We really should’ve taught you better manners,” Techno deadpanned, folding his arms over 
his chest. 


“Hey! My manners are perfect, thank you very much,” Tommy argued, scowling as he 
elbowed Techno in the side hard enough to make Wilbur wince. 


To his credit, Techno didn’t even blink at the jab. “Ponk, you wanna come give the kids a 
check over before they head out?” 


Nodding, Ponk walked over to the two of them. He used the stethoscope around his neck to 
listen to Tommy’s breathing before giving him a hum of approval. Then, he made his way 
over to Wilbur and did the same. After that, he made Wilbur stretch out his left hand and 
gave him a quick reflex test. 


“No numbness or tingling near the prosthetic site?” Ponk asked, poking the tips of Wilbur’s 
metal fingers. 


“Nope. It’s been fine.” 


Ponk nodded again and dropped his hands. “Then I think you’re good to go. If you start 
developing any problems, feel free to call me. I’m not gonna be able to do anything really, 
but I can tell you if your hand is gonna rot off or not.” 


Wilbur paled. “Rot off?” 
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“Oh, y’know how it goes. Body rejecting the metal, infections causing sepsis, stuff like that, 
Ponk said way too casually for Wilbur’s taste. “That’s all pretty rare though. Just don’t be 
stupid and you’ll be fine!” 


Still staring at his hand in horror, Wilbur didn’t even noticed Ponk walk away until he heard 
another voice speak up. 


“Fucking finally-” 


There was a loud grunt as Tubbo slammed into Tommy, Tommy stumbling back as he 
wrapped his arms around his friend to hug him back. 


“If you die out there, I’m building a machine to talk to ghosts specifically so I can yell at you 
for dying,” Tubbo told him, gripping the back of Tommy’s shirt so tight it almost looked 
painful. 


“You won’t need to. If I die you know I’m gonna haunt you,” Tommy shot back, wincing as 
he tried to pry Tubbo off of him. “Gonna be fucking with all your computers, knocking over 
your coffee and just bein’ a real dickhead.” 


Tubbo’s shoulders shook with laughter, and after another few moments, he let go so he and 
Tommy could meet each other’s eyes. 


For a moment, neither of them said anything. Then, Tommy lifted his hands, and signed 
something at Tubbo that Wilbur couldn’t understand. Tubbo sucked in a sharp breath, 
nodding before signing what looked like the same thing back. 


After another brief hug, Tubbo then walked over to him. 


“You kinda look like a douche with those glasses, but in a cool way,” Tubbo told him, his 
voice only sounding the slightest bit shaky. 


Wilbur raised an eyebrow. “Y’know Tubbo, I kind of hated you when we first met.” 
Tubbo snorted. “No shit. You weren’t exactly subtle, king.” 


“Well-” Wilbur paused when he thought back to how angry he’d been when he first arrived at 
the temple, and winced. “Okay, yeah, I wasn’t.” 


“You don’t hate me now though, do you?” Tubbo asked, looking strangely proud of himself 
as he folded his arms over his chest. 


Rolling his eyes, Wilbur nodded. “You’re not terrible, I suppose. Once you stopped 
advocating for my murder.” 


“Oh come on, that’s a low blow! I thought that was water under the bridge!” Tubbo 
exclaimed. 


“Yeah yeah, it is,” Wilbur huffed. 


A moment passed, and Tubbo’s smile faded. He glanced back at Tommy, who was now 
talking to Ranboo and Aimsey with a shit-eating grin, before turning back to Wilbur with a 
far more serious expression. 


“You're still going to look out for him, right?” Tubbo asked, quieter now. 
“Of course,” Wilbur answered without a second of hesitation. 


Nodding once, Tubbo considered Wilbur for another moment before holding out a hand. 
Wilbur took it, and Tubbo pulled him in for a kind of half-hug half-handshake. 


“Make sure to come back in a few years, Wilbur. Shit’s gonna get boring now that we aren’t 
terrorists anymore.” 


Wilbur couldn’t help but laugh at that as he let go of Tubbo’s hand. “Alright, when we come 
back we’ll make sure to bring back the whimsy of mass terrorism.” 


“Wait, did you just call him Wilbur?” Aimsey suddenly asked. 
Oh yeah. Aimsey and Ranboo were standing right next to him and Tubbo. 


Tubbo paled, while Phil and Techno both tensed behind him. Tommy stopped whatever he 
was saying to Ranboo to narrow his eyes. 


“Shit! Pm sorry! I didn’t- oh fuck me, I didn’t-” 


“It’s fine, Tubbo,” Wilbur said, stopping his rant before he could freak out too badly. 
“Seriously, I don’t mind.” 


And the surprising thing was, Wilbur meant it. With every person he told his name to, it had 
gotten easier and easier to make it roll off his tongue. He’d barely thought before telling 
Tubbo his name a few days earlier, and while that could’ve been chalked up to exhaustion 
and painkillers, he knew that it was mostly because he wasn’t the Pythia anymore. 


The name Wilbur was no longer something that had to be beaten out of him. It wasn’t a 
secret. It wasn’t a piece of his past that could only be found through stealing access to his 
files. 


No, it wasn’t any of that anymore. It was just a name. His name. 
“So... your name is Wilbur?” Aimsey asked, raising their eyebrows. 
“Yup. Or Wil, if you prefer.” 


There was no fear. No screaming bird in his chest. No twisting in his gut. Just an easy smile 
as the rest of the Deathlings finally learned his name. 


“Nice to meet you, Wilbur!” Ranboo quipped, giving him a small wave. 
“Nice to meet you too,” Wilbur chuckled, waving back. He then looked down at Aimsey. 
“Good luck out there, Wil,” Aimsey told him, giving him a warm smile. 


Ranboo stepped up behind them. “Stay safe out there, man.” 


As the two of them moved back to say their final goodbyes to Tommy, Wilbur felt eyes 
lingering on the back of his head. Turning around, his chest squeezed when he spotted Niki 
standing in one of the archways leading out of the main chamber, Jack a bit further back 
behind her. 


When the two noticed Wilbur looking at them, Jack gave him a small nod. Although he was 
probably too far away to tell, Wilbur almost swore he saw something like regret flash through 
Jack’s eyes when they flickered over to Tommy, but it was gone almost as quickly as it 
appeared. 


Jack turned on his heel and went back into the hallway. Wilbur’s gaze then fell on Niki. 


The two stared at each other for a long moment. Niki waved at him with one of her hands, 
and Wilbur remembered the sensation of the cold metal yanking his arms, holding him back 
from trying to save Tommy. He remembered the red hot pain that had flashed through his 
fingers when he tried to wrench them out of Niki’s grip, and glanced down at the prosthetics 
that had now replaced them. 


Wilbur lifted his head to look at Niki again. Even from afar, he could see that her eyeliner 
was smeared—as if she’d been crying. 


Silently, Wilbur brought his left hand up, high enough that his two metal fingers would be 
visible, and waved back at her. 


He didn’t wait for her to leave before turning back around to face the others. 


He and Tommy were standing right in front of the vault door that led out of the temple now. 
Only Phil and Techno stood beside it, looking them both over with unreadable expressions. 


Then, Techno held out the two data chips Wilbur had noticed him holding earlier. 


“Place these behind your ears. They have your documents and all that on them,” Techno 
explained. 


Picking up the one from the hand Techno had stretched towards him, he flipped the small, 
black chip over in his fingers before pressing it to the skin behind his ear. Small clamps 
extended from the sides of the chip, digging into the soft skin and making him wince at the 
way it pinched. The discomfort only lasted for a second though before fading away 
completely. 


“How do you get these things off?” Wilbur asked, frowning as he scratched at the edge of the 
chip. 


“Just twist it and itll let go. But don’t do it right now. They can be a bit tricky to get back 
on,” Phil explained. “Those chips connect to the IDs we had Q’s forger get for us, along with 
some credits we put into a shared account for you two.” 


“It’s not much, but it should be enough to keep you afloat till you get settled in,” Techno 
added, shoving his hands in his pockets. 


“Thank you,” Wilbur said, lowering his hand from his ear. Out of the corner of his eye, he 
could see Phil leaning forward to talk to Tommy in a low voice, and moved a bit further away 
to give the two of them their privacy. 


Of course, this just led to him nearly bumping into Techno. Startled, he stumbled back, with 
Techno reaching out to steady him by his shoulders. 


“Uh, don’t do that at the train station,” Techno said once Wilbur had found his footing again. 


Huffing, Wilbur shrugged Techno’s hands off his shoulders. “Trust me, I know quite literally 
bumping into a border agent isn’t going to exactly win me any favors.” 


“Just checking,” Techno said, holding his hands up in mock surrender. “It’d be really 
awkward if we went to all this trouble gettin’ you fake identities and all, and then you got 
arrested because you accidentally tripped a cop.” 


Wilbur snorted. “If I’m tripping a cop, it’s going to be on purpose.” 
At this, Techno cracked the smallest of smiles. “Seems like we’ve taught you well.” 
Chest aching, Wilbur nodded. “Yeah,” he admitted. “You have.” 


A beat passed as Techno looked him over one last time. Then, he reached out to place a hand 
on Wilbur’s shoulder again, and squeezed it once as red goggles met Techno’s even redder 
eyes. 


“Stay safe out there, kid.” 
Wilbur smiled. “Thanks Techno.” 


And then, there was another hand on his shoulder. He let Phil pull him away from Techno, 
something inside of him cracking when he saw the worry written plain across Phil’s face. 


Words didn’t pass between them. Instead, Wilbur practically collapsed on top of Phil, and 
Phil didn’t hesitate to hug him back. 


They stayed like that for a while, Wilbur feeling the rise and fall of Phil’s chest bump against 
his own. Phil’s arms were warm around him, and he felt the anxiety buzzing under his skin 
go silent as the seconds ticked on. 


After a minute, Phil whispered in his ear, 
“If shit goes wrong, we’ll show up, Wil. All you have to do is give us a call.” 


“I think that might be a bit far to travel,” Wilbur tried to joke, his voice muffled by Phil’s 
shirt. 


Phil didn’t laugh. “Doesn’t matter. I take care of what’s mine, so if you need me, PI be 
there.” 


Mine. 
Wilbur lifted his head, almost afraid to see the look in Phil’s eyes. “Do you mean both-” 
“Yes,” Phil said, cutting him off. “You’re mine to protect, just as much as Tommy is.” 


Oh. The warmth was almost overwhelming now as it washed over all the nerves and worries 
festering inside of him. 


Wilbur leaned forward to hug Phil again, and they stayed like that for another minute. 


Finally, they both let go. Wilbur took a deep breath to steady himself, before he felt a cool 
metal hand wrap around his own. 


Wilbur felt as though he was in a daze as he and Tommy made their way out of the temple 
and into the stairwell. Everything was a blur of voices saying goodbye and shades of red 
dancing in front of his vision, until the vault door slammed shut behind them, and the world 
went completely dark. 


It was like a bucket of ice water had been dumped over his head. The only thing he could 
hear in the stairwell was both his and Tommy’s breathing. 


“Oh shit, let me get the light out-” 
“No,” Wilbur cut Tommy off. “I don’t need the light.” 


Even in the darkness, Wilbur could tell Tommy was raising an eyebrow at him. “Are you 
sure?” 


“Yeah, I’m sure.” 


Wilbur wasn’t sure when he’d figured out how to take the stairs in the dark, but that final 
ascent was the easiest it had ever been. His steps were steady and sure. Tommy kept slowing 
down to make sure he was alright, but Wilbur was keeping pace with him without struggle. 


He knew the stairs. He knew where his foot was going to land. He knew how fast it would 
take to get to the top at the rate they were going. They were all just things he’d learned 
without realizing it. 


Soon, they reached the top of the steps. They knocked on the door and this time it was 
Quackity who pulled it open instead of Charlie. 


“Almost thought you changed your minds, ” Quackity said, moving aside so they could step 
out of the stairwell. 


“Come now, Quackity. We couldn’t disappoint you like that,” Wilbur teased, feeling 
surprisingly light despite the circumstances. 


Quackity huffed. “Actually I’m not exactly thrilled I’m losing two of my best customers 
because they have to flee the country.” 


At this, Tommy grinned. “Awww, you think I’m your best customer, Big Q?” He leaned 
closer to Quackity, nudging his side with his elbow. “It’s all because of my classic Tommy 
charm, right? You’re gonna be left out in the dust without me to do supply runs for you and 
the others.” 


“You’re right, Tommy. I’m gonna go out of business without you around,” Quackity 
deadpanned. 
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“Don’t get so down on yourself, man!” Tommy exclaimed, punching Quackity in the arm. 
“You're a talented guy. I’m sure yov’ ll survive without me.” 


Rolling his eyes, Quackity looked back at Wilbur, raising his eyebrows when he noticed the 
goggles. “Huh. That’s different.” 


“Sam made them for me,” Wilbur explained, running his finger along the metal frame. “More 
subtle compared to the blindfold, but they definitely feel weird.” 


Quackity smirked. “Well, I like them. I can finally see most of your face.” 


His tone slipped into something flirtatious like he was stepping into a well-worn pair of 
shoes. Wilbur matched Quackity’s smirk, and took a step closer. 


“Like what you see?” Wilbur teased. 


Quackity’s eyes—one dark, one a symbol of luck—flickered over his face, and his smirk 
grew. 


“I don’t think you need that ego boost,” Quackity said after a long moment. 


At this, Wilbur couldn’t help but scoff. “You can’t even give me a compliment when I’m 
fleeing the country?” 


“I mean, I always said you weren’t that special,” Quackity shot back, his smirk softening. 
“T’m glad you’re getting out, though. Things are already going to shit here because, to no 
one’s surprise, annexing a country by force isn’t great for the morale of the country in 
question.” 


“It’s not great for a lot of things,” Wilbur commented, his own smile disappearing. “Is your 
business and all that gonna be alright?” 


Quackity shrugged. “Not sure. I might not even stick around though. It might be better to 
pack it up for a few years and set up shop somewhere else till things calm down.” 


“Oh?” Wilbur raised an eyebrow. “Where were you thinking of going?” 
“Not sure yet.” 


Wilbur smirked again, his next words slipping out without a second thought. “How about 
when Tommy and I get settled wherever we’re going, we’ll give you a call and tell you what 
the local business opportunities look like?” 


Huffing out a laugh, Quackity looked Wilbur up and down again before nodding. “Gonna 
miss my drinks that much, huh?” 


“Just trying to help a friend out. That’s all,” Wilbur shrugged. 
A knowing look flashed over Quackity’s face. “So we’re friends now.” 
“Td say-” 


Before Wilbur could finish his sentence, the door to the VIP lounge was thrown open, 
Charlie’s booming voice suddenly echoing through the room. 


“Tommy from Downstairs and Tommy from Downstairs’ friend, you didn’t think you could 
leave without saying goodbye, right?” 


Wilbur and Tommy shared a startled glance before focusing on the man in front of them. 


“No, of course not, Charlie,” Tommy exclaimed, his left hand digging into one of his pockets. 
“Actually, I have something for you!” 


“For me?” Charlie gasped. He rushed over to Tommy, bouncing up and down on his heels 
with excitement as Tommy placed a small, dark pouch into his waiting hands. Charlie 
grinned and untied the cord on the bag, eyes going wide when he saw what was inside. 
“They’re- They’re so beautiful!” 


Then, before Tommy could say anything else, Charlie was throwing himself at him and 
wrapping Tommy in a hug. 


“Ouch- sorry I couldn’t get you bones, Charlie. But I figured those would be good to add to 
your collection anyway.” 


“T told you before, even if they aren’t bones, teeth are part of your skeleton! The best part in 
fact! So Pm more than happy with these,” Charlie said, and Wilbur’s eyes widened when he 
realized what must’ve been inside the bag. “If you die, I'll crush them into pieces and burn 
them in your honor.” 


Tommy blinked. “Alright, Charlie. You do that.” 
With that, Charlie then looked at Wilbur, and Wilbur grimaced. 
“Uh, I don’t have any teeth to give you, man. Sorry.” 


Although disappointment briefly flashed over Charlie’s face, after a moment, he shook 
himself off and grinned again. “Don’t worry about it, Tommy from Downstairs’ friend. P1 
figure out another way to honor you when you die.” 


Although Wilbur had no clue what the fuck Charlie meant by that, he nodded like he did 
anyway. “Well, if you wanna know one way you can do that, you can start calling me Wilbur 
instead of Tommy’s friend.” 


Charlie’s eyes went wide behind his glasses. “Oh, really?” When Wilbur nodded, Charlie 
grinned again. “Well then, Wilbur from Downstairs, can I get one last glimpse of your pearly 
whites for the road?” 


Snorting, Wilbur decided to oblige Charlie just this once. He flashed Charlie a wide smile, 
and Charlie looked over his teeth before nodding once. 


“Looking good! Stay safe, guys! Quackity’s gonna be really sad if you die!” Charlie 
exclaimed, waving at them as he headed back into the VIP lounge. Tommy and Wilbur 
waved back. 


The door swung shut behind him, and Wilbur and Tommy both stopped waving as they were 
left alone with Quackity once again. 


As soon as he was gone, Quackity raised an eyebrow at Wilbur. “Before we were interrupted, 
I was gonna ask that since we’re apparently friends now, can I call you by your name without 
you throwing a drink in my face?” 


“Quackity, you can call me anything you like,” Wilbur told him. 
Immediately, Quackity shot back with, “Okay, dickhead.” 


Both Wilbur and Tommy burst into laughter at that, with even Quackity’s composure 
breaking after a few moments as his grin turned genuine. 


When the laughter died down though, Wilbur looked over his shoulder at the door behind 
him, knowing he and Tommy had to get going soon. 


“Seriously though, thank you for helping us with getting our documents and all that,” Wilbur 
said, gesturing to the chip behind his ear. 


“Yeah, thanks, Big Q. We owe you,” Tommy added. 


“Oh, both of you shut the fuck up. I owed Phil a favor. It’s fine,” Quackity huffed. Then, he 
glanced down at the watch on his wrist and grimaced. “You guys should get going. Train 
station is gonna be packed with everyone trying to get out.” 


Nodding, Tommy opened the door to the alley, and Quackity held it open for him as he 
stepped outside. In the doorway, Quackity ruffled Tommy’s hair and said something too low 
for Wilbur to hear, and Tommy grinned at him. 


Once Tommy had moved off the steps and into the alley proper, Wilbur realized it was his 
turn to leave. 


“So,” Quackity said as Tommy moved away from the door to get his bike out from under his 
tarp. “Looks like you found a way to change direction.” 


Thinking back to the conversation they had the night before Wilbur went back to the palace, 
he huffed out something that was almost a laugh. “Yeah, I did.” 


A beat passed between them. Wilbur stood in the doorway as Quackity stretched out a hand. 


Wilbur placed his right hand in Quackity’s, and this time he didn’t flinch when Quackity 
leaned in, and dug his nails into the back of his palm. 


“Still think you’re empty, Wilbur?” Quackity whispered. 


Blinking once, Wilbur twisted his fingers to dig his own nails into Quackity’s hand just as 
hard. 


“Not at all,” Wilbur answered, his smile all teeth. 


Quackity’s grin reminded Wilbur of a razor’s edge. He didn’t even feel the nails digging into 
his skin. 


And then the moment was over. They let go at the same time. Dull pain shot up Wilbur’s arm, 
but it was easy to ignore as he folded his arms over his chest. 


“Let me know where you end up. I don’t think business is gonna be great here for the next 
few years,” Quackity said, taking a step back from the doorway. 


“Ts that a promise, Quackity?” Wilbur asked. 
Quackity gave him a pointed look. “Do I look like the kind of guy who makes promises?” 
Wilbur snorted. “Not in the slightest.” 


“Wilbur! Stop fucking flirting and get on the bike!” Tommy shouted from behind, his voice 
muffled by his face mask. 


“Better get going,” Quackity said. 


Biting back a sigh, Wilbur walked backwards from the door, watching Quackity all the while. 
“See you soon?” 


Quackity didn’t reply before slamming the door in his face. Wilbur couldn’t help but laugh 
again. 


ood 


The train station was a blur of colors and people moving in all different directions. Voices 
echoed off every wall, the harsh light of holo-screens playing a newsreel of Eret addressing 
Manberg glinting off the tile. It was far too loud in the station to hear what Eret was saying, 
but the headline rolling across the bottom of the screen made it clear. 


KING ERET ADDRESSES MANBERG IN WAKE OF ANNEXATION 


There was no question about what had happened now. All that was left was for the dust to 
settle. 


It had taken them nearly an hour just to get to the front of the line to talk to the border agent. 
Wilbur couldn’t feel anything outside of his heart pounding in his ears, his warm breath 
puffing back across his face from the mask covering his nose and mouth, and the metal 
indents Tommy’s hand was leaving in his skin. 


“Let me scan your ID chips,” the agent said, holding a small, black device in her hand. 


Tilting his head, Wilbur gave her access to the back of his ear. His heart beat louder as the 
device hovered over it, before moving to do the same with Tommy’s. 


He straightened back up as the device pulled up the files. Tommy squeezed his hand tighter. 
If their documents were recognized as fake, this was it. The agent would call the security 
guards over, they’d run a facial scan on him, and an alert would go out as they realized who 
he was. Palace guards would arrive in minutes. Tommy would be arrested, and he’d be right 
back where he started. 


Seconds passed like eons. Wilbur’s breathing hitched. 

Then, 

“Wilbur Soot and Tom Soot?” The woman asked, glancing up from the device. 
Wilbur nodded. “Yeah, that’s us.” 


Soot. Like the charred remains after a fire. He thought it’d be fitting after he left the Pythia 
behind in the flames. 


Nodding once, the woman set the device down. “Reason for travel?” 
Holy shit. It worked. 


“Uh- my brother and I have had this vacation planned for, um, a few months now,” Wilbur 
stammered, struggling to remember their cover story as his relief over the documents passing 
swept through him. “I’ve just always wanted to show him the world, and we finally saved up 
enough credits to do it.” 


The woman glanced between him and Tommy, before looking around at the dozens of other 
families waiting in the border lines. The mothers, fathers, grandparents, brothers, and sisters 
all sparing nervous glances at the holo-screens playing above their heads. 


Then, her eyes fell to the hand Tommy had wrapped around Wilbur’s. 


“And if you end up staying longer than you planned, you’ ll be sure to let us know, right?” 
She asked, meeting the orange-red lenses of Wilbur’s goggles as she gave him a knowing 
look. 


“Of course,” Wilbur lied. 


The woman could tell they weren’t coming back. That much was obvious. But she only 
nodded as she tapped a button on her device, and the gate beside her lit up with green light. 


“Enjoy your trip,” she said, holding the gate open so Tommy could drag his hoverbike 
through it. 


Wilbur dipped his head at her. “Thank you.” 


Once they were through the gates, the buzzing under Wilbur’s skin began to properly die 
down. He and Tommy found their platform and managed to load Tommy’s bike in the storage 
area under the carriage. They both kept their masks up until they found their way to their 
seats, only pulling them down once they were sure they were out of sight of any cameras. 


Other passengers shuffled down the aisles around them. Wilbur stared out at the platform, his 
heart in his throat as the full weight of everything settled in. 


Minutes ticked by with neither him or Tommy saying much of anything. They were some of 
the last passengers to board, so it wasn’t long before the doors were sliding shut, and the train 
lurched beneath them as it started to move. 


Wilbur didn’t let out the breath he was holding until the train was completely free of the 
station. Then, and only then did he let himself accept it. 


It worked. It all worked. 
He was free. 


“So,” Tommy began, the buildings outside the windows beginning to blur as the train picked 
up speed. “You gonna miss it?” 


“People, yes,” Wilbur said, thinking back to all the goodbyes he’d gone through that day. 
“Manberg... not so much.” He raised an eyebrow at Tommy then. “You?” 


Swallowing a lump down his throat, Tommy nodded. “Yeah. I think I’m gonna miss it,” he 
said, his voice surprisingly soft. After a beat though, he looked back at Wilbur and grinned. 
“On the plus side, since we’ve ‘gone rogue’ now that means we can do so many criminal 
things. Like drugs!” 


Wilbur let out a startled laugh. “You’ve literally been a terrorist for the past decade. What do 
you mean you’re only a criminal now?” He asked, making sure to keep his voice low. 


“Oh- shut up. It was different then!” Tommy argued. “Besides, that was just me. Now we’re a 
team so it’s, like, a fresh start. We can be partners in crime.” 


Grinning now, Wilbur rested his elbows on the table between their seats and leaned closer to 
his brother. “How does a drug empire sound to you, Tommy? Market it as being family- 
owned and all that.” 


Tommy beamed. “Sounds fucking excellent.” 


And after another moment, the two burst into laughter, earning themselves stares from the 
other passengers in the train car. 


It didn’t matter though. It didn’t matter if Clara was watching him or not, because he couldn’t 
feel the weight of her gaze anymore. And it also didn’t matter that a cool breeze brushed over 
his tattoo, telling him that if Clara was watching him, she wasn’t the only one. 


None of it mattered. Because Wilbur didn’t care what Kristin and Clara were thinking as they 
watched him and Tommy leave Manberg behind. He was done caring about the gods who’d 
never done anything for him. He was the one who chose his direction now. 


Wilbur was here, and so was Tommy. They were both heading in a completely new direction, 
and Wilbur had never felt more alive. 
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